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Lesson 11 Readings 
 

THE WILD OLIVE--PRIVILEGE AND WARNING 

Rom. 11:13-24 

Now I speak to you Gentiles. You well know that in so far as I am the apostle to the Gentiles, I 

magnify my office, for somehow I want to find a way to move my own flesh and blood to 

envy of the Gentiles, so that I may save some of them; for, if the fact that they are cast away 

has resulted in the reconciliation of the world to God, what will their reception mean? It can 

only be like life from the dead! If the first part of the dough is consecrated to God, so is the 

whole lump; if the root is consecrated to God, so are the branches. If some of the branches 

have been cut off, and if you like a wild olive have been grafted in among them, and if you 

have become a sharer in the rich root of the olive, do not allow yourself to look down 

boastfully upon the branches. If you are tempted to act like that, remember you do not bear 

the root but the root bears you. You will say: "Branches have been broken off that I may be 

grafted in." Well said! They were broken off because of their lack of faith; and you stand 

because of faith. Do not become proudly contemptuous, but keep yourself in godly fear; for if 

God did not spare the branches, which were natural branches, neither will he spare you. See, 

then, the kindness and the severity of God. On those who fell there comes the severity.. on 

you there comes the kindness of God, if only you remain in that kindness. If you do not, you, 

too, will be cut away. But they, if they do not continue in their lack of faith, will be grafted in; 

for God is able to graft them in again. For, if you were cut from the olive, which is by nature a 

wild olive, and, if, contrary to nature, you were engrafted into the garden olive, how much 

more will the natural branches be engrafted into the olive to which they really belong? 

It is to the Jews that Paul has been talking up to this time, and now he turns to the Gentiles. He 

is the apostle to the Gentiles, but he cannot ever forget his own people. In fact he goes the 

length of saving that one of his main objects is to move the Jews to envy when they see what 

Christianity has done for the Gentiles. One of the surest ways to make a man desire Christianity 

is to make him see in actual life what it can do. 

There was a soldier who was wounded in battle. The padre crept out and did what he could for 

him. He stayed with him when the remainder of the troops retreated. In the heat of the day he 

gave him water from his own waterbottle, while he himself remained parched with thirst. In the 

night, when the chill frost came down, he covered the wounded man with his own coat, and 

finally wrapped him up in even more of his clothes to save him from the cold. In the end the 

wounded man looked up at the padre. "Padre," he said, "you're a Christian?" "I try to be," said 

the padre. "Then," said the wounded man, "if Christianity makes a man do for another man 

what you have done for me, tell me about it, because I want it." Christianity in action moved 

him to envy a faith which could produce a life like that. 
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It was Paul's hope and prayer and ambition that some day the Jews would see what Christianity 

had done for the Gentiles and be moved to desire it. 

To Paul it would be paradise if the Jews came in. If the rejection of the Jews had done so much, 

if, through it, the Gentile world had been reconciled to God, what superlative glory must come 

when the Jews came in. If the tragedy of rejection has had results so wonderful, what will the 

happy ending be like, when the tragedy of rejection has changed to the glory of reception? Paul 

can only say that it will be like life from the dead. 

Then Paul uses two pictures to show that the Jews can never be finally rejected. All food, before 

it was eaten, had to be offered to God. So the law laid it down (Num. 15:19-20) that, if dough 

was being prepared, the first part of it must be offered to God; when that was done, the whole 

lump of dough became sacred. It was not necessary, as it were, to offer every separate 

mouthful to God. The offering of the first part sanctified the whole. It was a common thing to 

plant sacred trees in places sacred to the gods. When the sapling was planted, it was dedicated 

to God; and thereafter every branch that came from it was sacred to God. 

What Paul deduces from that is this--the patriarchs were sacred to God; they had in a special 

way heard God's voice and obeyed God's word; in a special way they had been chosen and 

consecrated by God. From them the whole nation sprang; and just as the first consecrated 

handful of dough made the whole lump sacred and the dedication of the sapling made the 

whole tree sacred, so the special consecration of its founders made the whole nation sacred in 

a special way to God. There is truth here. The remnant in Israel did not make themselves what 

they were; they inherited faith from their forefathers before them. Every one of us lives to 

some extent on the spiritual capital of the past. None of us is self-made. We are what godly 

parents and ancestors have made us; and, even if we strayed far away and shamed our 

heritage, we cannot totally part ourselves from the goodness and fidelity that made us what we 

are. 

Paul goes on to use a long allegory. More than once the prophets had pictured the nation of 

Israel as the olive tree of God. That was natural, because the olive tree was the common est 

and most useful tree in the Mediterranean world. "The Lord once called you a green olive tree, 

fair with goodly fruit" (Jer.11:16). "His shoots shall spread out; his beauty shall be like the olive" 

(Hos.14:6). So Paul thinks of the Gentiles as branches of wild olive engrafted into the garden 

olive tree which was Israel. From the point of view of horticulture Paul's picture is impossible. In 

horticulture it is the good olive that is grafted into the stock of the wild olive so that a fruit-

bearing olive may result. The process that Paul pictures was never used in actual practice, 

because it would have served no useful purpose. But the point Paul wishes to make is quite 

clear. The Gentiles had been out in the deserts and the wildernesses and among the wild briars; 

and now, by the act of God's grace, they are engrafted into the richness and fertility of the 

garden olive tree. 
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Out of this picture Paul has two words to speak. 

(i) The first is a word of warning. It would have been easy for the Gentiles to develop an 

attitude of contempt. Had not the Jews been rejected that they might enter in? In a world 

where the Jews were universally hated such an attitude would have been all too easy. Paul's 

warning is still necessary. In effect, he says there would have been no such thing as Christianity 

unless there had been Judaism first. It will be a bad day when the Christian Church forgets its 

debt to the root from which it sprang. It has a debt to Judaism which it can never pay by any 

other means than by bringing Christianity to the Jews. So Paul warns the Gentiles against 

contempt. Grimly, he says that if the true branches were lopped off because of their unbelief, 

still more can that happen to the branches which were only grafted on. 

(ii) The second is a word of hope. The Gentiles have experienced God's kindness; and the Jews 

his severity. If the Gentiles remain in faith they will remain in that kindness; but, if the Jews 

come out of their unbelief and enter into belief, once again they, too, will be engrafted in; for, 

says Paul, if it was possible for a wild olive to be engrafted into the garden olive tree, how much 

more is it possible that the olive tree's own natural branches can be grafted in again? Once 

again Paul is dreaming of the day when the Jews will come in. 

Much in this passage is hard to understand. It thinks in pictures which are out of our world 

altogether; but one thing is crystal clear--the connection between Judaism and Christianity, 

between the old and the new. Here is the answer to those who wish to discard the Old 

Testament as merely a Jewish book which is irrelevant for Christianity. He is a foolish man who 

kicks away the ladder which raised him to the height which he has reached. It would be a 

foolish branch which cut itself off from its stem. The Jewish faith is the root from which 

Christianity grew. The consummation will come only when the wild olive and the garden olive 

are one, and when there are no branches at all left unengrafted on the parent stem. 

THAT ALL MAY BE OF MERCY 

Rom. 11:25-32 

Brothers, I do want you to grasp this secret which only those who know God can understand, 

because I do not want you to become conceited about your own wisdom. I want you to 

understand that it is only a partial hardening which has happened to Israel, and it will last 

only until the full number of the Gentiles shall have come in. And then, in the end, all Israel 

will be saved, as it stands written: "A Saviour will come forth from Zion; and he will remove 

all kinds of wickedness from Jacob. This is the fulfilment of my covenant with them when I 

take away their sins." As far as the good news goes, they are enemies of God--but it is for 

your sake. But as far as God's choice goes, they are beloved of God, for their fathers' sakes, 

for the free gifts and the calling of God can never be gone back upon. Once you disobeyed 

God, but now you have found his mercy because of their disobedience; just so, they have 

now disobeyed, so that they now may enter into the same mercy as you have now found. For 

God has shut up all men to disobedience, that he may have mercy upon all. 
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Paul is coming to the end of his argument. He has faced a bewildering, and, for a Jew, a 

heartbreaking situation. Somehow he has had to find an explanation of the fact that God's 

people rejected his Son when he came into the world. Paul never shut his eyes to that tragic 

fact, but he found a way in which the whole tragic situation could be fitted into the plan of God. 

It is true that the Jews rejected Christ; but. as Paul saw it, that rejection happened in order that 

Christ might be offered to the Gentiles. To maintain the sovereignty of God's purpose, Paul 

even went the length of saying that it was he himself who hardened the hearts of the Jews in 

order to open a way to the Gentiles; but, even then, however contradictory it might sound, he 

still insisted on the personal responsibility of the Jews for their failure to accept God's offer. 

Paul held fast at one and the same time to divine sovereignty and human responsibility. But 

now comes the note of hope. His argument is a little complicated, and it will make it easier if 

we try to separate the various strands in it. 

(i) Paul was sure that this hardening of the hearts of the Jews was neither total nor permanent. 

It was to serve a purpose, and when that purpose had been achieved, it would be taken away. 

(ii) Paul sets out the paradox of the Jewish place in the plan of God. In order that the Gentiles 

might come in and that the universal purpose of the gospel might be fulfilled, the Jews had 

arrived at a situation where they were the enemies of God. The word that Paul uses is echthroi. 

It is difficult to translate, because it has both an active and a passive meaning. It can mean 

either hating or hated. It may well be that in this passage it has to be read in the two meanings 

at the one time. The Jews were hostile to God and had refused his offer, and therefore they 

were under his displeasure. That was the present fact about the Jews. But there was another 

fact about them. Nothing could alter the fact that they were God's chosen people and had a 

special place in his plan. No matter what they did, God could never go back upon his word. His 

promise had been made to the fathers, and it must be fulfilled. It was therefore clear to Paul, 

and he quotes Isa. 59:20-21 to prove it, that God's rejection of the Jews could not be 

permanent; they, too, in the end must come in. 

(iii) Then Paul has a strange thought. "God," he says, "shut up all men to disobedience that he 

may have mercy upon all." The one thing Paul cannot conceive of is that any man of any nation 

could merit his own salvation. Now, if the Jews had observed complete obedience to God's will, 

they might well have reckoned that they had earned the salvation of God as a right. So Paul is 

saying that God involved the Jews in disobedience in order that when his salvation did come to 

them it might be unmistakably an act of his mercy and due in no way to their merit. Neither Jew 

nor Gentile could ever be saved apart from the mercy of God. 

In many ways Paul's argument may seem strange to us and the "proofs" he brings forward 

unconvincing. Our minds and hearts may even shudder at some of the things he says. But the 

argument is not irrelevant, for the tremendous thing at the back of it is a philosophy of history. 

To Paul, God was in control. Nothing moved with aimless feet. Not even the most heartbreaking 

event was outside the purpose of God. Events could never run amok. The purposes of God 

could never be frustrated. 
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It is told that once a child stood at the window on a night when the gale was terrifying in its 

savage velocity. "God," she said, "must have lost grip of his winds tonight." To Paul, that was 

precisely what never happened. Nothing was ever out of God's control; everything was serving 

his purpose. 

To that Paul would have added another tremendous conviction. He would have insisted that in 

it and through it all, Gods purpose was a purpose of salvation and not of destruction. It may 

well be that Paul would even have gone the length of saying that God's arranging of things was 

designed to save men even against their will. In the last analysis it was not the wrath of God 

which was pursuing men, but the love of God which was tracking them down. 

The situation of Israel was exactly that which Francis Thompson so movingly portrayed in The 

Hound of Heaven. 

"I fled him down the nights and down the days; I fled him down the arches of the years; I fled 

him down the labyrinthine ways Of my own mind; and in the mist of tears I hid from him, and 

under running laughter. 

But with unhurrying chase, And unperturbed pace, Deliberate speed, majestic instancy, They 

beat--and a Voice beat More instant than the feet-- `All things betray thee, who betrayest me.'" 

Then comes the time when the fugitive is beaten. 

"Naked I wait thy love's uplifted stroke! My harness piece by piece thou hast hewn from me, 

And smitten to my knee, I am defenceless utterly." 

Then comes the end: 

"Halts by me that footfall; Is my gloom. after all, Shade of his hand, outstretched caressingly? 

`Ah, fondest, blindest, weakest, I am he whom thou seekest! Thou dravest love from thee, who 

dravest me!'" 

That was exactly Israel's situation. They fought their long battle against God; they are still 

fighting it. But God's pursuing love is ever after them. Whatever else Rom. 9-11 may sometimes 

read like, it is in the last analysis the story of the still uncompleted pursuit of love. 
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THE CRY OF THE ADORING HEART 

Rom. 11:33-36 

O the depth of the riches and the wisdom and the knowledge of God! How his decisions are 

beyond the mind of man to trace! How mysterious are his ways! For who has known the mind 

of the Lord? Or, who has become his counsellor? Who has first given anything to him, so that 

he is due any repayment from God? For all things come from him, and exist through him, and 

end in him. To him be glory for ever! Amen. Paul never wrote a more characteristic passage 

than this. Here theology turns to poetry. Here the seeking of the mind turns to the adoration 

of the heart. In the end an must pass out in a mystery that man cannot now understand but 

at whose heart is love. If a man can say that all things come from God, that all things have 

their being through him, and that all things end in him, what more is left to say? There is a 

certain paradox in the human situation. God gave man a mind, and it is man's duty to use 

that mind to think to the very limit of human thought. But it is also true that there are times 

when that limit is reached and all that is left is to accept and to adore. 

"How could I praise, If such as I might understand?" 

Paul had battled with a heartbreaking problem with every resource which his great mind 

possessed. He does not say that he has solved it, as one might neatly solve a geometrical 

problem; but he does say that, having done his best, he is content to leave it to the love and 

power of God. At many times in life there is nothing left but to say: "I cannot grasp thy mind, 

but with my whole heart I trust thy love. Thy will be done!" 

THE TRUE WORSHIP AND THE ESSENTIAL CHANGE 

Rom. 12:1-2 

Brothers, I call upon you, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies to him, a living, 

consecrated sacrifice, well-pleasing to God--for that is the only kind of worship which is truly 

spiritual. And do not shape your lives to meet the fleeting fashions of this world; but be 

transformed from it, by the renewal of your mind, until the very essence of your being is 

altered, so that, in your own life, you may prove that the will of God is good and well pleasing 

and perfect. 

Here we have Paul following the pattern he always followed when he wrote to his friends. He 

always ends his letters with practical advice. The sweep of his mind may search through the 

infinities, but he never gets lost in them; he always finishes with his feet firmly planted upon 

the earth. He can, and does, wrestle with the deepest problems which theology has to offer, 

but he always ends with the ethical demands which govern every man. 

"Present your bodies to God," he says. There is no more characteristically Christian demand. 

We have already seen that that is what a Greek would never say. To the Greek, what mattered 
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was the spirit; the body was only a prison-house, something to be despised and even to be 

ashamed of. No real Christian ever believed that. The Christian believes that his body belongs to 

God just as much as his soul does, and that he can serve him just as well with his body as with 

his mind or his spirit. 

The body is the temple of the Holy Spirit and the instrument through which the Holy Spirit 

works. After all, the great fact of the incarnation basically means that God did not grudge to 

take a human body upon himself, to live in it and to work through it. Take the case of a church 

or a cathedral. It is built for the offering of worship to God. But it has to be designed by the 

mind of some architect; it has to be built by the hands of craftsmen and of labouring men; only 

then does it become a shrine where men meet to worship. It is a product of the mind and the 

body and the spirit of man. 

"So," Paul says, "take your body; take all the tasks that you have to do every day; take the 

ordinary work of the shop, the factory, the shipyard, the mine; and offer all that as an act of 

worship to God." The word in Rom. 12:1 which we along with the Revised Standard Version 

have translated worship, has an interesting history. It is latreia, the noun of the verb latreuein. 

Originally latreuein meant to work for hire or pay. It was the word used of the labouring man 

who gave his strength to an employer in return for the pay the employer would give him. It 

denotes, not slavery, but the voluntary undertaking of work. It then came to mean quite 

generally to serve; but it also came to mean that to which a man gives his whole life. For 

instance, a man could be said latreuein kallei, which means to give his life to the service of 

beauty. In that sense, it came very near meaning to dedicate one's life to. Finally, it came to be 

the word distinctively used of the service of the gods. In the Bible it never means human 

service; it is always used of service to and worship of God. 

Here we have a most significant thing. True worship is the offering to God of one's body, and all 

that one does every day with it. Real worship is not the offering to God of a liturgy, however 

noble, and a ritual, however magnificent. Real worship is the offering of everyday life to him, 

not something transacted in a church, but something which sees the whole world as the temple 

of the living God. As Whittier wrote: 

"For he whom Jesus loved hath truly spoken: The holier worship which he deigns to bless, 

Restores the lost, and binds the spirit broken, And feeds the widow and the fatherless." 

A man may say, "I am going to church to worship God," but he should also be able to say, "I am 

going to the factory, the shop, the office, the school, the garage, the locomotive shed, the mine, 

the shipyard, the field, the byre, the garden, to worship God." 

This, Paul goes on, demands a radical change. We must not be conformed to the world, but 

transformed from it. To express this idea he uses two almost untranslatable Greek words--

words which we have taken almost sentences to express. The word he uses to be conformed to 

the world is suschematizesthai; its root is schema, which means the outward form that varies 

from year to year and from day to day. A man's schema is not the same when he is seventeen 
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as it is when he is seventy; it is not the same when he goes out to work as when he is dressed 

for dinner. It is continuously altering. So Paul says, "Don't try to match your life to all the 

fashions of this world; don't be like a chameleon which takes its colour from its surroundings." 

The word he uses for being transformed from the world is metamorphousthai. Its root is 

morphe, which means the essential unchanging shape or element of anything. A man has not 

the same schema at seventeen and seventy, but he has the same morphe; a man in dungarees 

has not the same schema as a man in evening dress, but he has the same morphe; his outward 

form changes, but inwardly he is the same person. So, Paul says, to worship and serve God, we 

must undergo a change, not of our outward form, but of our inward personality. What is that 

change? Paul would say that left to ourselves we live a life kata sarka, dominated by human 

nature at its lowest; in Christ we live a life kata Christon or kata pneuma, dominated by Christ 

or by the Spirit. The essential man has been changed; now he lives, not a self-centred, but a 

Christ-centred life. 

This must happen, Paul says, by the renewal of your mind. The word he uses for renewal is 

anakainosis (GSN0342). In Greek there are two words for new--neos and kainos. Neos means 

new in point of time; kainos means new in point of character and nature. A newly 

manufactured pencil is neos; but a man who was once a sinner and is now on the way to being 

a saint is kainos. When Christ comes into a man's life he is a new man; his mind is different, for 

the mind of Christ is in him. 

When Christ becomes the centre of life then we can present real worship, which is the offering 

of every moment and every action to God. 

EACH FOR ALL AND ALL FOR EACH 

Rom. 12:3-8 

For, through the grace that has been given to me, I say to everyone among you, not to have a 

mind proud beyond that which a mind should be, but to have a mind directed towards 

wisdom, as God has given the measure of faith to each one of you. For just as we have many 

members in one body, but all the members do not have the same function, so, although we 

are many, we are one body in Christ, and we are all members of each other. Since, then, we 

have different gifts, according to the grace that has been given to us, let us use them in 

mutual service. If we have received the gift of prophecy, let us prophesy according to the 

proportion of faith that we have received. If we have received the gift of practical service, let 

us use it in service. If our gift is in teaching, let us use it in teaching. If it lies in exhortation, let 

us use it in exhortation. If we are called upon to share, let us do it with simple kindliness. If 

we are called upon to supply leadership, let us do so with zeal. If the occasion arises when we 

must show mercy, let us do so with gracious cheerfulness. 

One of Paul's favourite thoughts is of the Christian Church as a body (compare 1 Cor. 12:12-27). 

The members of the body neither argue with each other nor envy each other nor dispute about 
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their relative importance. Each part of the body carries out its own function, however 

prominent or however humbly unseen that function may be. It was Paul's conviction that the 

Christian Church should be like that. Each member has a task to do; and it is only when each 

contributes the help of his own task that the body of the Church functions as it ought. 

Beneath this passage lie very important rules for life. 

(i) First of all, it urges us to know ourselves. One of the first basic commandments of the Greek 

wise men was: "Man, know thyself." We do not get very far in this world until we know what 

we can and what we cannot do. An honest assessment of our own capabilities, without conceit 

and without false modesty, is one of the first essentials of a useful life. 

(ii) Second, it urges us to accept ourselves and to use the gift God has given us. We are not to 

envy someone else's gift and regret that some other gift has not been given to us. We are to 

accept ourselves as we are, and use the gift we have. The result may be that we have to accept 

the fact that service for us means some humble sphere and some almost unseen part. 

It was one of the great basic beliefs of the Stoics that there was a spark of God in every living 

creature. The Sceptics laughed at this doctrine. "God in worms?" demanded the Sceptic. "God 

in dungbeetles?" Whereat the Stoic replied: "Why not? Cannot an earthworm serve God? Do 

you suppose that it is only a general who is a good soldier? Cannot the lowest private or camp 

attendant fight his best and give his life for the cause? Happy are you if you are serving God, 

and carrying out the great purpose as truly as an earthworm." 

The efficiency of the life of the universe depends on the humblest creatures. Paul is here saying 

that a man must accept himself; and, even if he finds that the contribution he has to offer will 

be unseen, without praise and without prominence, he must make it, certain that it is essential 

and that without it the world and the Church can never be what they are meant to be. 

(iii) Third, Paul is really saving that whatever gift a man has comes from God. He calls gifts 

charismata. In the New Testament a charisma is something given to a man by God which the 

man himself could not have acquired or attained. 

In point of fact, life is like that. A man might practise for a lifetime and yet never play the violin 

like Yehudi Menuhin. He has more than practice; he has the something plus, the charisma 

which is a gift of God. A man might toil for a lifetime and still be handless in the use of tools and 

wood and metals; another can fashion wood and mould metal with a special skill, and tools 

become part of himself; he has the something plus, the charisma which is a gift of God. One 

man might practise speaking for ever and a day, and still never acquire that magic something 

which moves an audience or a congregation; another steps on to a platform or climbs into a 

pulpit, and the audience are in the hollow of his hand; he has that something plus, that 

charisma which is a gift of God. A man might toil for a lifetime and never acquire the gift of 

putting his thoughts on paper in a vivid and intelligible way; another without effort sees his 
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thoughts grow on the sheet of paper in front of him; the second man has the something plus, 

the charisma, which is the gift of God. 

Every man has his own charisma. It may be for writing sermons, building houses, sowing seeds, 

fashioning wood, manipulating figures, playing the piano, singing songs, teaching children, 

playing football or golf. It is a something plus given him by God. 

(iv) Fourth, whatever gift a man has, he must use it and the motive of use must be, not his 

personal prestige, but the conviction that it is at one and the same time his duty and his 

privilege to make his own contribution to the common good. 

Let us look now at the gifts Paul singles out here for special mention. 

(i) There is the gift of prophecy. It is only rarely that prophecy in the New Testament has to do 

with foretelling the future; it usually has to do with forthtelling the word of God. The prophet is 

the man who can announce the Christian message with the authority of one who knows. To 

announce Christ to others a man must first know him himself. "What this parish needs," said 

Carlyle's father, "is a man who knows Christ other than at second-hand." 

(ii) There is the gift of practical service (diakonia). It is surely significant that practical service 

came to Paul's mind so high on the list. It may be that a man will never have the privilege of 

standing forth in public and proclaiming Christ; but there is no man who cannot every day show 

the love of Christ in deeds of service to his fellow men. 

(iii) There is teaching. The message of Christ needs not only to be proclaimed; it needs also to 

be explained. It may well be that one of the great failures of the Church at this present time is 

just in this realm. Exhortation and invitation without a background of teaching are empty 

things. 

(iv) There is exhortation. Exhortation should have one dominating note, and that should be 

encouragement. There is a naval regulation which says that no officer shall speak discouragingly 

to any other officer about any undertaking in which he may be engaged. There is a kind of 

exhortation which is daunting. Real exhortation aims not so much at dangling a man over the 

flames of hell as spurring him on to the joy of life in Christ. 

(v) There is sharing. Sharing is to be carried out with simple kindliness. The word that Paul uses 

is haplotes, and it is difficult to translate, because it has in it the meaning both of simplicity and 

of generosity. One great commentary quotes a passage from The Testament of Issachar which 

perfectly illustrates its meaning. "And my father blessed me, seeing that I walked in simplicity 

(haplotes). And I was not inquisitive in my actions, nor wicked and envious towards my 

neighbour. I did not speak evil of anyone or attack a man's life, but I walked with a single eye 

(literally, with haplotes, of my eyes). To every poor and every afflicted man I provided the good 

things of earth in simplicity (haplotes) of heart. The simple (haplous) man does not desire gold, 

doth not ravish his neighbour, doth not care for all kinds of dainty meats, doth not wish for 
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diversity of clothing, doth not promise himself length of days, but receiveth only the will of God. 

He walketh in uprightness of life and beholdeth all things in simplicity (haplotes)." There is a 

giving which pries into the circumstances of another as it gives, which gives a moral lecture 

along with the gift, which gives not so much to relieve the need of the other as to pander to its 

own vanity and self-satisfaction, which gives with a grim sense of duty instead of a radiant 

sense of joy, which gives always with some ulterior motive and never for the sheer joy of giving. 

Christian sharing is with haplotes, the simple kindliness which delights in the sheer pleasure of 

giving for giving's sake. 

(vi) There is being called to occupy a leading place. Paul says that if we are so called we must do 

it with zeal. One of the most difficult problems of the Church today is the getting of leaders in 

all departments of its work. There are fewer and fewer people with a sense of service and of 

responsibility, willing to give up their leisure and their pleasure to undertake leadership. In 

many cases unfitness and unworthiness is pleaded when the real reason is disinclination and 

laziness. If such leadership is taken up, Paul says that it is to be taken up with zeal. There are 

two ways in which an elder may deliver a communion card--through the letter-box or at the 

fireside. There are two ways in which a teacher may prepare a lesson--with heart and mind or 

in the most perfunctory way. A man may dully and drably go through some task in the Church, 

or he may do it with the joy and thrill of zeal. The Church today needs leaders with zeal in their 

hearts. 

(vii) There is the time when mercy has to be shown. It has to be shown with gracious kindliness, 

Paul says. It is possible to forgive in such a way that the very forgiveness is an insult. It is 

possible to forgive and at the same time to demonstrate an attitude of criticism and contempt. 

If ever we have to forgive a sinner, we must remember that we are fellow sinners. "There but 

for the grace of God, go I," said George Whitefield as he saw the criminal walk to the gallows. 

There is a way of forgiving a man which pushes him further into the gutter; and there is a way 

of forgiving him which lifts him out of the mire. Real forgiveness is always based on love and 

never on superiority. 

Next -THE CHRISTIAN LIFE IN EVERYDAY ACTION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

13 

 

Lesson 12 Readings 

THE CHRISTIAN LIFE IN EVERYDAY ACTION 

Rom. 12:9-13 

Your love must be completely sincere. Hate that which is evil and cling to that which is good. 

Be affectionate to one another in brotherly love. Give to each other priority in honour. Do not 

be sluggish in zeal. Keep your spirit at boiling point. Seize your opportunities. Rejoice in hope. 

Meet tribulation with triumphant fortitude. Be persevering in prayer. Share what you have to 

help the needs of God's dedicated people. Be eager in giving hospitality. 

Paul presents his people with ten telegraphic rules for ordinary, everyday life. Let us look at 

them one by one. 

(i) Love must be completely sincere. There must be no hypocrisy, no play-acting, no ulterior 

motive. There is such a thing as cupboard love, which gives affection with one eye on the gain 

which may result. There is such a thing as a selfish love, whose aim is to get far more than it is 

to give. Christian love is cleansed of self; it is a pure outgoing of the heart to others. 

(ii) We must hate that which is evil and cling to that which is good. It has been said that our one 

security against sin lies in our being shocked by it. It was Carlyle who said that what we need is 

to see the infinite beauty of holiness and the infinite damnability of sin. The words Paul uses are 

strong. It has been said that no virtue is safe which is not passionate. He must hate evil and love 

good. Regarding one thing we must be clear--what many people hate is not evil, but the 

consequences of evil. No man is really a good man when he is good simply because he fears the 

consequences of being bad. As Burns had it: 

"The fear o' Hell's a hangman's whip To haud the wretch in order; But where ye feel your 

honour grip, Let that ay be your border." 

Not to fear the consequences of dishonour, but to love honour passionately is the way to real 

goodness. 

(iii) We must be affectionate to one another in brotherly love. The word Paul uses for 

affectionate is philostorgos, and storge is the Greek for family love. We must love each other, 

because we are members of one family. We are not strangers to each other within the Christian 

Church; much less are we isolated units; we are brothers and sisters, because we have the one 

father, God. 

(iv) We must give each other priority in honour. More than half the trouble that arises in 

Churches concerns rights and privileges and prestige. Someone has not been given his or her 

place; someone has been neglected or unthanked. The mark of the truly Christian man has 

always been humility. One of the humblest of men was that great saint and scholar Principal 
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Cairns. Someone recollects an incident which showed Cairns as he was. He was a member of a 

platform party at a great gathering. As he appeared there was a tremendous burst of applause. 

Cairns stood back to let the man next him pass, and began to applaud himself; he never 

dreamed that the applause was for him. It is not easy to give each other priority in honour. 

There is enough of the natural man in most of us to like to get our rights; but the Christian man 

has no rights--he has only duties. 

(v) We must not be sluggish in zeal. There is a certain intensity in the Christian life; there is no 

room for lethargy in it. The Christian cannot take things in an easy-going way, for the world is 

always a battleground between good and evil, the time is short, and life is a preparation for 

eternity. The Christian may burn out, but he must not rust out. 

(vi) We must keep our spirit at boiling point. The one man whom the Risen Christ could not 

stand was the man who was neither hot nor cold (Rev. 3:15-16). Today people are apt to look 

askance upon enthusiasm: the modern battle-cry is "I couldn't care less." But the Christian is a 

man desperately in earnest; he is aflame for Christ. 

(vii) Paul's seventh injunction may be one of two things. The ancient manuscripts vary between 

two readings. Some read, "Serve the Lord" and some read, "Serve the time." that is, "Grasp 

your opportunities." The reason for the double reading is this. All the ancient scribes used 

contractions in their writing. In particular the commoner words were always abbreviated. One 

of the commonest ways of abbreviating was to miss out the vowels--as shorthand does--and to 

place a stroke along the top of the remaining letters. Now the word for Lord is kurios and the 

word for time is kairos, and the abbreviation for both of these words is krs. In a section so filled 

with practical advice it is more likely that Paul was saying to his people, "Seize your 

opportunities as they come." Life presents us with all kinds of opportunities--the opportunity to 

learn something new or to cut out something wrong; the opportunity to speak a word of 

encouragement or of warning; the opportunity to help or to comfort. One of the tragedies of 

life is that we so often fall to grasp these opportunities when they come. "There are three 

things which come not back--the spent arrow, the spoken word, and the lost opportunity." 

(viii) We are to rejoice in hope. When Alexander the Great was setting out upon one of his 

eastern campaigns, he was distributing all kinds of gifts to his friends. In his generosity he had 

given away nearly all his possessions. "Sir," said one of his friends, "you will have nothing left 

for yourself." "Oh, yes, I have," said Alexander, "I have still my hopes." The Christian must be 

essentially an optimist. Just because God is God, the Christian is always certain that "the best is 

yet to be." Just because he knows of the grace that is sufficient for all things and the strength 

that is made perfect in weakness, the Christian knows that no task is too much for him. "There 

are no hopeless situations in life; there are only men who have grown hopeless about them." 

There can never be any such thing as a hopeless Christian. 

(ix) We are to meet tribulation with triumphant fortitude. Someone once said to a gallant 

sufferer: "Suffering colours all life, doesn't it?" "Yes," said the gallant one, "it does, but I 

propose to choose the colour." When the dreadful affliction of complete deafness began to 
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descend on Beethoven and life seemed to be one unbroken disaster, he said: "I will take life by 

the throat." As William Cowper had it: 

"Set free from present sorrow, We cheerfully can say. `Even let the unknown tomorrow Bring 

with it what it may, It can bring with it nothing But he will bear us through.'" 

When Nebuchadnezzar cast Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego into the burning fiery furnace 

he was amazed that they took no harm. He asked if three men had not been cast into the 

flames. They told him it was so. He said, "But I see four men loose, walking in the midst of the 

fire, and they are not hurt; and the appearance of the fourth is like a son of the gods" (Dn.3:24-

25). A man can meet anything when he meets it with Christ. 

(x) We are to persevere in prayer. Is it not the case that there are times in life when we let day 

add itself to day and week to week, and we never speak to God? When a man ceases to pray, 

he despoils himself of the strength of Almighty God. No man should be surprised when life 

collapses if he insists on living it alone. 

(xi) We are to share with those in need. In a world bent on getting, the Christian is bent on 

giving, because he knows that "what we keep we lose, and what we give we have." 

(xii) The Christian is to be given to hospitality. Over and over again the New Testament insists 

on this duty of the open door (Heb. 13:2; 1 Tim. 3:2; Tit. 1:8; 1 Pet. 4:9). Tyndale used a 

magnificent word when he translated it that the Christian should have a harborous disposition. 

A home can never be happy when it is selfish. Christianity is the religion of the open hand, the 

open heart, and the open door. 

THE CHRISTIAN AND HIS FELLOW MEN 

Rom. 12:14-21 

Bless those who persecute you; bless them and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who 

rejoice, and weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another. Keep your 

thoughts from pride; and never refuse to be associated with humble people. Don't become 

conceitedly wise in your own estimation. Never return evil for evil. Take thought to make 

your conduct fair for all to see. If it is possible, as far as you can, live at peace with all men. 

Beloved, do not seek to revenge yourself on others; leave such vengeance to The Wrath, for it 

stands written: "Vengeance belongs to me; I will repay, says the Lord." Rather, if your enemy 

is hungry, give him food. If he is thirsty, give him drink. If you do this you will heap coals of 

fire on his head. Be not over come by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

Paul offers a series of rules and principles wherewith to govern our relationships with our 

fellow men. 
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(i) The Christian must meet persecution with a prayer for those who persecute him. Long ago 

Plato had said that the good man will choose rather to suffer evil than to do evil; and it is 

always evil to hate. When the Christian is hurt, and insulted, and maltreated, he has the 

example of his Master before him, for be, upon his Cross, prayed for forgiveness for those who 

were killing him. 

There has been no greater force to move men into Christianity than this serene forgiveness 

which the martyrs in every age have showed. Stephen died praying for forgiveness for those 

who stoned him to death (Acts 7:60). Among those who killed him was a young man named 

Saul, who afterwards became Paul, the apostle to the Gentiles and the slave of Christ. There 

can be no doubt that the death scene of Stephen was one of the things that turned Paul to 

Christ. As Augustine said: "The Church owes Paul to the prayer of Stephen. Many a persecutor 

has become a follower of the faith he once sought to destroy, because he has seen how a 

Christian can forgive." 

(ii) We are to rejoice with those who rejoice, and to weep with those who weep. There are few 

bonds like that of a common sorrow. A writer tells of the saying of an American negro woman. 

A lady in Charleston met the negro servant of a neighbour. "I'm sorry to hear of your Aunt 

Lucy's death," she said. "You must miss her greatly. You were such friends." "Yes'm," said the 

servant, "I is sorry she died. But we wasn't no friends." "Why," said the lady, "I thought you 

were. I've seen you laughing and talking together lots of times." "Yes'm. That's so," came the 

reply. "We've laughed together, and we've talked together, but we is just 'quaintances. You see, 

Miss Ruth, we ain't never shed no tears. Folks got to cry together before dey is friends." 

The bond of tears is the strongest of all. And yet it is much easier to weep with those who weep 

than it is to rejoice with those who rejoice. Long ago Chrysostom wrote on this passage: "It 

requires more of a high Christian temper to rejoice with them that do rejoice than to weep with 

them that weep. For this nature itself fulfils perfectly; and thee is none so hard-hearted as not 

to weep over him that is in calamity; but the other requires a very noble soul, so as not only to 

keep from envying, but even to feel pleasure with the person who is in esteem." It is, indeed, 

more difficult to congratulate another on his success, especially if his success involves 

disappointment to us, than it is to sympathize with his sorrow and his loss. It is only when self is 

dead that we can take as much joy in the success of others as in our own. 

(iii) We are to live in harmony with one another. It was Nelson who, after one of his great 

victories, sent back a despatch in which he gave us the reason for it: "I had the happiness to 

command a band of brothers." It is a band of brothers that any Christian Church should be. 

Leighton once wrote: "The mode of Church government is unconstrained; but peace and 

concord, kindness and good will are indispensable." When strife enters into any Christian 

society, the hope of doing any good work is gone. 

(iv) We are to avoid all pride and snobbishness. We have always to remember that the 

standards by which the world judges a man are not necessarily the standards by which God 

judges him. Saintliness has nothing to do with rank, or wealth, or birth. Dr James Black in his 
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own vivid way described a scene in an early Christian congregation. A notable convert has been 

made. and the great man comes to his first Church service. He enters the room where the 

service is being held. The Christian leader points to a place. "Will you sit there please?" "But," 

says the man, "I cannot sit there, for that would be to sit beside my slave." "Will you sit there 

please?" repeats the leader. "But," says the man, "surely not beside my slave." "Will you sit 

there please?" repeats the leader once again. And the man at last crosses the room, sits beside 

his slave, and gives him the kiss of peace. That is what Christianity did; and that is what it alone 

could do in the Roman Empire. The Christian Church was the only place where master and slave 

sat side by side. It is still the place where all earthly distinctions are gone, for with God there is 

no respect of persons. 

(v) We are to make our conduct fair for all to see. Paul was well aware that Christian conduct 

must not only be good; it must also look good. So-called Christianity can be presented in the 

hardest and most unlovely way; but real Christianity is something which is fair for all to see. 

(vi) We are to live at peace with all men. But Paul adds two qualifications. (a) He says, "if it be 

possible". There may come a time when the claims of courtesy have to submit to the claims of 

principle. Christianity is not an easy-going tolerance which will accept anything and shut its eyes 

to everything. There may come a time when some battle has to be fought, and when it does, 

the Christian will not shirk it. (b) He says, as far as you can. Paul knew very well that it is easier 

for some to live at peace than for others. He knew that one man can be compelled to control as 

much temper in an hour as another man in a lifetime. We would do well to remember that 

goodness is a great deal easier for some than for others; that will keep us alike from criticism 

and from discouragement. 

(vii) We are to keep ourselves from all thought of taking revenge. Paul gives three reasons for 

that. (a) Vengeance does not belong to us but to God. In the last analysis no human being has a 

right to judge any other; only God can do that. (b) To treat a man with kindness rather than 

vengeance is the way to move him. Vengeance may break his spirit; but kindness will break his 

heart. "If we are kind to our enemies," says Paul, "it will heap coals of fire on their heads." That 

means, not that it will store up further punishment for them, but that it will move them to 

burning shame. (c) To stoop to vengeance is to be ourselves conquered by evil. Evil can never 

be conquered by evil. If hatred is met with more hatred it is only increased; but if it is met with 

love, an antidote for the poison is found. As Booker Washington said: "I will not allow any man 

to make me lower myself by hating him." The only real way to destroy an enemy is to make him 

a friend. 

THE CHRISTIAN AND THE STATE 

Rom. 13:1-7 

Let everyone render due obedience to those who occupy positions of outstanding authority, 

for there is no authority which is not allotted its place by God, for the authorities which exist 

have been set in their places by God. So he who sets himself up against authority has really 
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set himself up against God's arrangement of things. Those who do set themselves against 

authority will receive condemnation upon themselves. For the man who does good has 

nothing to fear from rulers, but the man who does evil has. Do you wish to be free of fear of 

authority? Do good and you will enjoy praise from authority, for any servant of God exists for 

your good. If you do evil, then you must fear. For it is not for nothing that the man set in 

authority bears the sword, for he is the servant of God, and his function is to vent wrath and 

vengeance on the man who does evil. So, then, it is necessary for you to submit yourself, not 

because of the wrath, but for the sake of your own conscience. 

For this same reason you must pay your taxes too; for those set in authority are the servants 

of God, and continue to work for that very end. Give to all men what is due to them. Give 

tribute to those to whom tribute is due; pay taxes to those to whom taxes are due. Give fear 

to those to whom fear is due. Give honour to those to whom honour is due. 

At first reading this is an extremely surprising passage, for it seems to counsel absolute 

obedience on the part of the Christian to the civil power. But, in point of fact, this is a 

commandment which runs through the whole New Testament. In 1Tim. 2:1-2, we read: "I urge 

that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for all men, for kings and 

for all who are in high positions; that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life, godly and 

respectful in every way." In Tit. 3:1 the advice to the preacher is: "Remind them to be 

submissive to rulers and authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for any honest work." In 1 Pet. 

2:13-17 we read: "Be subject for the Lord's sake to every human institution, whether it be to 

the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent by him to punish those who do wrong and to 

praise those who do right. For it is Gods will that by doing right you should put to silence the 

ignorance of foolish men.... Honour all men. Love the brotherhood. Fear God. Honour the 

emperor." 

We might be tempted to argue that these passages come from a time when the Roman 

government had not begun to persecute the Christians. We know, for instance, in the Book of 

Acts that frequently, as Gibbon had it, the tribunal of the pagan magistrate was often the safest 

refuge against the fury of the Jewish mob. Time and again we see Paul receiving protection at 

the hands of impartial Roman justice. But the interesting and the significant thing is that many 

years, and even centuries later, when persecution had begun to rage and Christians were 

regarded as outlaws, the Christian leaders were saying exactly the same thing. 

Justin Martyr (Apology 1:17) writes, "Everywhere, we, more readily than all men, endeavour to 

pay to those appointed by you the taxes, both ordinary and extraordinary, as we have been 

taught by Jesus. We worship only God, but in other things we will gladly serve you, 

acknowledging you as kings and rulers of men, and praying that, with your kingly power, you 

may be found to possess also sound judgment." Athenagoras, pleading for peace for the 

Christians, writes (chapter 37): "We deserve favour because we pray for your government, that 

you may, as is most equitable, receive the kingdom, son from father, and that your empire may 

receive increase and addition, until all men become subject to your sway." Tertullian (Apology 

30) writes at length: "We offer prayer for the safety of our princes to the eternal, the true, the 
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living God, whose favour, beyond all other things, they must themselves desire.... Without 

ceasing, for all our emperors we offer prayer. We pray for life prolonged; for security to the 

empire; for protection for the imperial house; for brave armies, a faithful senate, a virtuous 

people, the world at rest--whatever, as man or Caesar, an emperor would wish." He goes on to 

say that the Christian cannot but look up to the emperor because he "is called by our Lord to his 

office." And he ends by saying that "Caesar is more ours than yours because our God appointed 

him." Arnobius (4: 36) declares that in the Christian gatherings "peace and pardon are asked for 

all in authority." 

It was the consistent and official teaching of the Christian Church that obedience must be given 

to, and prayers made for, the civil power, even when the wielder of that civil power was a Nero. 

What is the thought and belief at the back of this? 

(i) In Paul's case there was one immediate cause of his stressing of civil obedience. The Jews 

were notoriously rebellious. Palestine, especially Galilee, was constantly seething with 

insurrection. Above all there were the Zealots; they were convinced that there was no king for 

the Jews but God; and that no tribute must be paid to anyone except to God. Nor were they 

content with anything like a passive resistance. They believed that God would not be helping 

them unless they embarked on violent action to help themselves. Their aim was to make any 

civil government impossible. They were known as the dagger-bearers. They were fanatical 

nationalists sworn to terrorist methods. Not only did they use terrorism towards the Roman 

government; they also wrecked the houses and burned the crops and assassinated the families 

of their own fellow-Jews who paid tribute to the Roman government. 

In this Paul saw no point at all. It was, in fact, the direct negation of all Christian conduct. And 

yet, at least in one part of the nation, it was normal Jewish conduct. It may well be that Paul 

writes here with such inclusive definiteness because he wished to dissociate Christianity 

altogether from insurrectionist Judaism, and to make it clear that Christianity and good 

citizenship went necessarily hand in hand. 

(ii) But there is more than a merely temporary situation in the relationship between the 

Christian and the state. It may well be true that the circumstances caused by the unrest of the 

Jews are in Paul's mind, but there are other things as well. First and foremost, there is this--no 

man can entirely dissociate himself from the society in which he lives and has a part. No man 

can, in conscience, opt out of the nation. As a part of it, he enjoys certain benefits which he 

could not have as an individual; but he cannot reasonably claim all the privileges and refuse all 

the duties. As he is part of the body of the Church. he is also part of the body of the nation; 

there is no such thing in this world as an isolated individual. A man has a duty to the state and 

must discharge it even if a Nero is on the throne. 

(iii) To the state a man owes protection. It was the Platonic idea that the state existed for the 

sake of justice and safety and secured for a man security against wild beasts and savage men. 

"Men," as it has been put, "herded behind a wall that they might be safe." A state is essentially 
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a body of men who have covenanted together to maintain certain relationships between each 

other by the observance of certain laws. Without these laws and the mutual agreement to 

observe them, the bad and selfish strong man would be supreme; the weaker would go to the 

wall; life would become ruled by the law of the jungle. Every ordinary man owes his security to 

the state, and is therefore under a responsibility to it. 

(iv) To the state ordinary people owe a wide range of services which individually they could not 

enjoy. It would be impossible for every man to have his own water, light, sewage, transport 

system. These things are obtainable only when men agree to live together. And it would be 

quite wrong for a man to enjoy everything the state provides and to refuse all responsibility to 

it. That is one compelling reason why the Christian is bound in honour to be a good citizen and 

to take his part in all the duties of citizenship. 

(v) But Paul's main view of the state was that the Roman Empire was the divinely ordained 

instrument to save the world from chaos. Take away that Empire and the world would 

disintegrate into flying fragments. It was in fact the pax Romana, the Roman peace, which gave 

the Christian missionary the chance to do his work. Ideally men should be bound together by 

Christian love; but they are not; and the cement which keeps them together is the state. 

Paul saw in the state an instrument in the hand of God, preserving the world from chaos. Those 

who administered the state were playing their part in that great task. Whether they knew it or 

not they were doing God's work, and it was the Christian's duty to help and not to hinder. 

THE DEBTS WHICH MUST BE PAID AND THE DEBT WHICH NEVER CAN BE PAID 

Rom. 13:8-10 

Owe no man anything, except to love each other; for he who loves the other man has fulfilled 

the law. The commandments, You must not commit adultery, You must not kill, You must not 

steal, You must not covet, and any other commandment there may be, are all summed up in 

this saying--You must love your neighbour as yourself. Love does no harm to its neighbour. 

Love is, therefore, the complete fulfilment of the law. 

The previous passage dealt with what might be called a man's public debts. Rom. 13:7 mentions 

two of these public debts. There is what Paul calls tribute, and what he calls taxes. By tribute he 

means the tribute that must be paid by those who are members of a subject nation. The 

standard contributions that the Roman government levied on its subject nations were three. 

There was a ground tax by which a man had to pay, either in cash or in kind, one-tenth of all the 

grain, and one fifth of the wine and fruit produced by his ground. There was income tax, which 

was one per cent of a man's income. There was a poll tax, which had to be paid by everyone 

between the ages of fourteen and sixty five. By taxes Paul means the local taxes that had to be 

paid. There were customs duties, import and export taxes, taxes for the use of main roads, for 

crossing bridges, for entry into markets and harbours, for the right to possess an animal, or to 
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drive a cart or wagon. Paul insists that the Christian must pay his tribute and his taxes to state 

and to local authority, however galling it may be. 

Then he turns to private debts. He says, "Owe no man anything." It seems a thing almost 

unnecessary to say; but there were some who even twisted the petition of the Lord's Prayer, 

"Forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors," into a reason for claiming absolution from all 

money obligations. Paul had to remind his people that Christianity is not an excuse for refusing 

our obligations to our fellow men; it is a reason for fulfilling them to the utmost. 

He goes on to speak of the one debt that a man must pay every day, and yet, at the same time, 

must go on owing every day, the debt to love each other. Origen said: "The debt of love 

remains with us permanently and never leaves us; this is a debt which we both discharge every 

day and for ever owe." It is Paul's claim that if a man honestly seeks to discharge this debt of 

love, he will automatically keep all the commandments. He will not commit adultery, for when 

two people allow their physical passions to sweep them away, the reason is, not that they love 

each other too much, but that they love each other too little; in real love there is at once 

respect and restraint which saves from sin. He will not kill, for love never seeks to destroy, but 

always to build up; it is always kind and will ever seek to destroy an enemy not by killing him, 

but by seeking to make him a friend. He will never steal, for love is always more concerned with 

giving than with getting. He will not covet, for covetousness (epithumia) is the uncontrolled 

desire for the forbidden thing, and love cleanses the heart, until that desire is gone. 

There is a famous saying, "Love God--and do what you like." If love is the mainspring of a man's 

heart, if his whole life is dominated by love for God and love for his fellow men, he needs no 

other law. 

THE THREAT OF TIME 

Rom. 13:11-14 

Further, there is this--realize what time it is, that it is now high time to be awakened from 

sleep; for now your salvation is nearer than when you believed. The night is far gone; the day 

is near. So, then, let us put away the works of darkness, and let us clothe ourselves with the 

weapons of light. Let us walk in loveliness of life, as those who walk in the day, and let us not 

walk in revelry or drunkenness, in immorality and in shamelessness, in contention and in 

strife. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ as a man puts on a garment, and stop living a life in 

which your first thought is to gratify the desires of Christless human nature. 

Like so many great men, Paul was haunted by the shortness of time. Andrew Marvell could 

always hear "time's winged chariot hurrying near." Keats was haunted by fears that he might 

cease to be before his pen had gleaned his teeming brain. Robert Louis Stevenson wrote: 
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"The morning drum-call on my eager ear Thrills unforgotten yet; the morning dew Lies yet 

undried along my fields of noon. But now I pause at whiles in what I do And count the bell, and 

tremble lest I hear (My work untrimmed) the sunset gun too soon." 

But there was more in Paul's thought than simply the shortness of time. He expected the 

Second Coming of Christ. The Early Church expected it at any moment, and therefore it had the 

urgency to be ready. That expectancy has grown dim and faint; but one permanent fact 

remains--no man knows when God will rise and bid him go. The time grows ever shorter, for we 

are every day one day nearer that time. We, too, must have all things ready. 

The last verses of this passage must be forever famous, for it was through them Augustine 

found conversion. He tells the story in his Confessions. He was walking in the garden. His heart 

was in distress, because of his failure to live the good life. He kept exclaiming miserably, "How 

long? How long? Tomorrow and tomorrow--why not now? Why not this hour an end to my 

depravity?" Suddenly he heard a voice saying, "Take and read; take and read." It sounded like a 

child's voice; and he racked his mind to try to remember any child's game in which these words 

occurred, but could think of none. He hurried back to the seat where his friend Alypius was 

sitting, for he had left there a volume of Paul's writings. "I snatched it up and read silently the 

first passage my eyes fell upon: ` Let us not walk in revelry or drunkenness, in immorality and in 

shamelessness, in contention and in strife. But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, as a man puts on a 

garment, and stop living a life in which your first thought is to gratify the desires of Christless 

human nature.' I neither wished nor needed to read further. With the end of that sentence, as 

though the light of assurance had poured into my heart, all the shades of doubt were scattered. 

I put my finger in the page and closed the book: I turned to Alypius with a calm countenance 

and told him." (C. H. Dodd's translation.) Out of his word God had spoken to Augustine. It was 

Coleridge who said that he believed the Bible to be inspired because, as he puts it, "It finds 

me." God's word can always find the human heart. 

It is interesting to look at the six sins which Paul selects as being, as it were, typical of the 

Christless life. 

(i) There is revelry (komos, GSN2889). This is an interesting word. Originally komos was the 

band of friends who accompanied a victor home from the games, singing his praises and 

celebrating his triumph as they went. Later it came to mean a noisy band of revellers who 

swept their way through the city streets at night, a band of roysterers, what, in Regency 

England, would have been called a rout. It describes the kind of revelry which lowers a man's 

self and is a nuisance to others. 

(ii) There is drunkenness (methe). To the Greeks drunkenness was a particularly disgraceful 

thing. They were a wine-drinking people. Even children drank wine. Breakfast was called 

akratisma, and consisted of a slice of bread dipped in wine. For all that, drunkenness was 

considered specially shameful, for the wine the Greek drank was much diluted, and was drunk 

because the water supply was inadequate and dangerous. This was a vice which not only a 

Christian but any respectable heathen also would have condemned. 
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(iii) There was immorality (koite). Koite literally means a bed and has in it the meaning of the 

desire for the forbidden bed. This was the typical heathen sin. The word brings to mind the man 

who sets no value on fidelity and who takes his pleasure when and where he will. 

(iv) There is shamelessness (aselgeia). Aselgeia is one of the ugliest words in the Greek 

language. It does not describe only immorality; it describes the man who is lost to shame. Most 

people seek to conceal their evil deeds, but the man in whose heart there is aselgeia is long 

past that. He does not care who sees him; he does not care how much of a public exhibition he 

makes of himself; he does not care what people think of him. Aselgeia is the quality of the man 

who dares publicly to do the things which are unbecoming for any man to do. 

(v) There is contention (eris). Eris is the spirit that is born of unbridled and unholy competition. 

It comes from the desire for place and power and prestige and the hatred of being surpassed. It 

is essentially the sin which places self in the foreground and is the entire negation of Christian 

love. 

(vi) There is envy (zelos). Zelos need not be a bad word. It can describe the noble emulation of a 

man who, when confronted with greatness of character, wishes to attain to it. But it can also 

mean that envy which grudges a man his nobility and his preeminence. It describes here the 

spirit which cannot be content with what it has and looks with jealous eye on every blessing 

given to someone else and denied to itself. 

Next - RESPECT FOR SCRUPLES 
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Lesson 13 Readings 
 

Rom. 14:1 

Welcome the man who is weak in the faith, but not with a view to passing judgment on his 

scruples. 

In this chapter Paul is dealing with what may have been a temporary and local problem in the 

Roman Church, but is also one continually confronting the Church and always demanding 

solution. In the Church at Rome there were apparently two lines of thought. There were some 

who believed that in Christian liberty the old tabus were gone; they believed that the old food 

laws were now irrelevant; they believed that Christianity did not consist in the special 

observance of any one day or days. Paul makes it clear that this in fact is the standpoint of real 

Christian faith. On the other hand, there were those who were full of scruples; they believed 

that it was wrong to eat meat; they believed in the rigid observance of the Sabbath tyranny. 

Paul calls the ultra-scrupulous man the man who is weak in the faith. What does he mean by 

that? 

Such a man is weak in the faith for two reasons. 

(i) He has not yet discovered the meaning of Christian freedom; he is at heart still a legalist and 

sees Christianity as a thing of rules and regulations. 

(ii) He has not yet liberated himself from a belief in the efficacy of works. In his heart he 

believes that he can gain God's favour by doing certain things and abstaining from others. 

Basically he is still trying to earn a right relationship with God, and has not yet accepted the way 

of grace, still thinking more of what he can do for God than of what God has done for him. 

Paul bids the stronger brethren to welcome such a person and not to besiege him with 

continual criticisms. 

This problem is not confined to the days of Paul. To this day in the Church there are two points 

of view. There is the more liberal which sees no harm in many things and is well content that 

many an innocent pleasure should go on within the Church. And there is the narrower point of 

view, which is offended at many things in which the liberal person sees no harm. 

Paul's sympathies are all with the broader point of view; but, at the same time, he says that 

when one of these weaker brethren comes into the Church he must be received with brotherly 

sympathy. When we are confronted with someone who holds the narrower view there are 

three attitudes we must avoid. 
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(i) We must avoid irritation. An impatient annoyance with such a person gets us nowhere. 

However much we may disagree, we must try to see the other person's point of view and to 

understand it. 

(ii) We must avoid ridicule. No man remains unwounded when that which he thinks precious is 

laughed at. It is no small sin to laugh at another man's beliefs. They may seem prejudices rather 

than beliefs; but no man has a right to laugh at what some other holds sacred. In any event, 

laughter will never woo the other man to a wider view; it will only make him withdraw still 

more determinedly into his rigidity. 

(iii) We must avoid contempt. It is very wrong to regard the narrower person as an old-

fashioned fool whose views may be treated with contempt. A man's views are his own and 

must be treated with respect. It is not even possible to win a man over to our position unless 

we have a genuine respect for his. Of all attitudes towards our fellow man the most unchristian 

is contempt. 

Before we leave this verse, it should be noted that there is another perfectly possible 

translation. "Welcome the man who is weak in the faith, but do not introduce him straight 

away to the discussion of questions which can only raise doubts." There are some people 

whose faith is so strong that no amount of debate and questioning will really shake it. But there 

are others who have a simple faith which is only needlessly disturbed by clever discussion. 

It may well be that our own age is overfond of discussion for discussion's sake. It is fatal to give 

the impression that Christianity consists of nothing but a series of questions under debate. "We 

have found," said G. K. Chesterton, "all the questions that can be found. It is time we stopped 

looking for questions and started looking for answers." "Tell me of your certainties," said 

Goethe, "I have doubts enough of my own." There is one good rule which should guide the 

progress of any discussion, even if it has been a bewildered discussion, and even if it has been 

discussing questions to which there is no real answer, it should always finish with an 

affirmation. There may be many questions left unanswered, but there must be some certainty 

left unshaken. 

TOLERANCE FOR ANOTHER'S POINT OF VIEW 

Rom. 14:2-4 

One man has enough faith to believe that he can eat anything; but he who is weak in the faith 

eats vegetables. Let not him who eats contemptuously despise him who does not eat; and let 

not him who does not eat pass censorious judgment on him who does eat, for God has 

received him. Who are you to judge another man's servant? It is in his own master's 

judgment that he stands or falls--and he will stand, for the Master is able to make him stand. 

Here emerges one of the definite points of debate in the Roman Church. There were those who 

observed no special food laws and tabus at all, and who ate anything; and there were those 
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who conscientiously abstained from meat, and ate only vegetables. There were many sects and 

religions in the ancient world which observed the strictest food laws. The Jews themselves did. 

Lev.11 gives its lists of the creatures which may and which may not be eaten. One of the 

strictest sects of the Jews was the Essenes. They had communal meals for which they bathed 

and wore special clothes. The meals had to be specially prepared by priests or they would not 

eat them. The Pythagoreans had their distinctive food laws. Pythagoras taught that the soul of 

man was a fallen deity confined to the body as to a tomb. He believed in reincarnation through 

which the soul might dwell in a man, an animal, or a plant in an endless chain of being. Release 

from this chain of being was found through absolute purity and discipline; and this discipline 

included silence, study, self-examination and abstention from all flesh. In almost any Christian 

congregation there would be those who observed special food laws and tabus. 

It is the same problem. Within the Church there was a narrower party and there was a more 

liberal party. Paul unerringly pinpoints the danger that was likely to arise. Almost certainly the 

more liberal party would despise the scruples of the narrower party; and, still more certainly, 

the narrower party would pass censorious judgment on what they believed to be the laxity of 

the more liberal party. That situation is just as real and perilous in the Church today as it was in 

the time of Paul. 

To meet it Paul lays down a great principle. No man has any right to criticize another man's 

servant. The servant is answerable to his master alone. Now all men are the servants of God. It 

is not open to us to criticize them, still less to condemn them. That right belongs to God alone. 

It is not in our judgment that a man stands or falls but in his. And, Paul goes on, if a man is 

honestly living out his principles as he sees them, God can make him able to stand. 

Many a congregation of the Church is torn in two because those who hold broader views are 

angrily contemptuous of those whom they regard as die-hard conservatives; and because those 

who are stricter in their outlook are censorious of those who wish the right to do things which 

they think are wrong. It is not open to us to condemn each other. "I beseech you by the bowels 

of Christ," said Cromwell to the rigid Scots of his day, "think it possible that you may be 

mistaken." We must banish both censoriousness and contempt from the fellowship of the 

Church. We must leave the judgment of others to God, and seek only to sympathize and to 

understand. 

A DIFFERENT ROAD TO THE SAME GOAL 

Rom. 14:5-6 

One man rates one day beyond another; one regards all days alike. Let each man be fully 

convinced in his own mind. The man who observes a particular day observes it to the Lord. 

The man who eats, eats to the Lord, for he says his grace. The man who does not eat, does 

not eat to the Lord, for he too says his grace to God. 
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Paul introduces another point on which narrower and more liberal people may differ. The 

narrower people make a great deal of the observance of one special day. That was indeed a 

special characteristic of the Jews. More than once Paul was worried about people who made a 

fetish of observing days. He writes to the Galatians: "You observe days, and months, and 

seasons, and years: I am afraid I have laboured over you in vain" (Gal. 4:10-11). He writes to the 

Colossians: "Let no man pass judgment on you in questions of food and drink or with regard to 

a festival or a new moon or a sabbath. These are only a shadow of what is to come; but the 

substance belongs to Christ" (Col. 2:16-17). The Jews had made a tyranny of the sabbath, 

surrounding it with a jungle of regulations and prohibitions. It was not that Paul wished to wipe 

out the Lord's Day--far from it; but he did fear an attitude which in effect believed that 

Christianity consisted in observing one particular day. 

There is far more to Christianity than Lord's Day observance. When Mary Slessor spent three 

lonely years in the bush she frequently got the days mixed up because she had no calendar. 

"Once she was found holding her services on a Monday, and again on Sunday she was 

discovered on the roof, hammering away, in the belief that it was Monday!" No one is going to 

argue that Mary Slessor's services were any less valid because they were held on Monday, or 

that she was in any sense breaking the commandment because she was working on the Sunday. 

Paul would never have denied that the Lord's Day is a precious day, but he would have been 

equally insistent that not even it must become a tyranny, still less a fetish. It is not the day that 

we ought to worship, but him who is the Lord of all days. 

In spite of all that, Paul pleads for sympathy between the narrower and the more liberal 

brethren. His point is that, however different their practice may be, their aim is the same. In 

their different attitude to days, both believe that they are serving God; when they sit down to 

eat, the one cats meat and the other does not, but both say their grace to God. We do well to 

remember that. If I am trying to get from Glasgow to London there are many routes I may use. I 

could in fact get there without traversing one half mile of road that another man might use. It is 

Paul's plea that the common aim should unite us and the differing practice should not be 

allowed to divide us. 

But he insists on one thing. Whatever course a man chooses, let him be fully convinced in his 

own mind. His actions should be dictated not by convention, still less by superstition, but 

altogether by conviction. He should not do things simply because other people do them; he 

should not do them because he is governed by a system of semi-superstitious tabus; he should 

do them because he has thought them out and reached the conviction that for him at least they 

are the right things to do. 

Paul would have added something else to that--no man should make his own practice the 

universal standard for all other people. This, in fact, is one of the curses of the Church. Men are 

so apt to think that their way of worship is the only way. T. R. Glover somewhere quotes a 

Cambridge saying: "Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might--but remember 

that someone thinks differently." We would do well to remember that, in a great many matters, 
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it is a duty to have our own convictions, but it is an equal duty to allow others to have theirs 

without regarding them as sinners and outcasts. 

THE IMPOSSIBILITY OF ISOLATION 

Rom. 14:7-9 

For none of us lives to himself, and none of us dies to himself. If we live, we live to the Lord; 

and if we die, we die to the Lord. Whether we live or die we belong to the Lord. It was for this 

purpose that Christ died and rose to life again--that he might be the Lord of the dead and of 

the living. 

Paul lays down the great fact that it is impossible in the nature of things to live an isolated life. 

There is no such thing in this world as a completely detached individual. That, in fact, is doubly 

true. "Man," said Macneile Dixon, "has an affair with the gods and an affair with the mortals." 

No man can disentangle himself either from his fellow men or from God. 

In three directions a man cannot disentangle himself from his fellow men. 

(i) He cannot isolate himself from the past. No man is self-made. "I am a part," said Ulysses, "of 

all that I have met." A man is a receiver of a tradition. He is an amalgam of all that his ancestors 

made him. True, he himself does something to that amalgam; but he does not start from 

nothing. For weal or for woe, he starts with what all the past has made him. The unseen cloud 

of witnesses do not only compass him about; they dwell within him. He cannot dissociate 

himself from the stock from which he springs and from the rock from which he is hewn. 

(ii) He cannot isolate himself from the present. We live in a civilization which is daily binding 

men more and more closely together. Nothing a man does affects only himself. He has the 

terrible power of making others happy or sad by his conduct; he has the still more terrible 

power of making others good or bad. From every man goes out an influence which makes it 

easier for others to take the high way or the low way. From every man's deeds come 

consequences which affect others more or less closely. A man is bound up in the bundle of life, 

and from that bundle he cannot escape. 

(iii) He cannot isolate himself from the future. As a man receives life so he hands life on. He 

hands on to his children a heritage of physical life and of spiritual character. He is not a self-

contained individual unit; he is a link in a chain. Someone tells of a youth, who lived carelessly, 

who began to study biology. Through a microscope he was watching certain of these living 

things that you can actually see living and dying and begetting others in a moment of time. He 

rose from the microscope. "Now I see it," he said. "I am a link in the chain, and I will not be a 

weak link any more." It is our terrible responsibility that we leave something of ourselves in the 

world by leaving something of ourselves in others. Sin would be a far less terrible thing if it 

affected only a man himself. The terror of every sin is that it starts a new train of evil in the 

world. 
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Still less can a man disentangle himself from Jesus Christ. 

(i) In this life Christ is forever a living presence. We do not need to speak of living as if Christ 

saw us; he does see us. All life is lived in his eye. A man can no more escape from the risen 

Christ than he can from his shadow. There is no place where he can leave Christ behind, and 

there is nothing which he can do unseen. 

(ii) Not even death breaks that presence. In this world we live in the unseen presence of Christ; 

in the next we shall see him in his visible presence. Death is not the chasm that ends in 

obliteration; it is the gateway that leads to Christ. 

No human being can follow a policy of isolation. He is bound to his fellow men and to Christ by 

ties that neither time nor eternity can break. He can neither live nor die to himself. 

MEN UNDER JUDGMENT 

Rom. 14:10-12 

Who are you to judge your brother in anything? Or, who are you contemptuously to despise 

your brother? For we shall all stand at God's judgment seat; for it stands written: "As I live, 

God says, every knee shall bow to me. and every tongue shall confess its faith to God." So, 

then, each of us shall render account to God for himself. 

There is one basic reason why we have no right to judge anyone else; and that is that we 

ourselves are men under judgment. It is the very essence of humanity that we are not the 

judges but the judged. To prove his point Paul quotes Isa. 45:23. 

This was indeed a thought with which any Jew would agree. There was a rabbinic saying: "Let 

not thine imagination assure thee that the grave is an asylum; for perforce thou wast framed, 

and perforce thou wast born. and perforce thou livest, and perforce thou diest, and perforce 

thou art about to give account and reckoning before the King of kings, the Holy One, blessed is 

he." The only person who has the right to judge anyone is God; the man who stands at the bar 

of God's judgment has no right to judge a fellow who also stands at that bar. 

Just before this Paul has been thinking of the impossibility of the isolated life. But there is one 

situation in which a man is isolated, and that is when he stands before the judgment seat of 

God. In the old days of the Roman Republic, in the corner of the Forum farthest from the 

Capitol stood the tribunal, the judgment seat, where the Praetor Urbanus had sat dispensing 

justice. When Paul wrote, Roman justice required more than one judgment seat; and so in the 

great basilicas, the colonnaded porches around the Forum, the magistrates sat dispensing 

justice. The Roman well knew the sight of a man standing before the judge's judgment seat. 

That is what happens to every man; and it is a judgment which he must face alone. Sometimes 

in this world he can make use of the merits of someone else. Many a young man has been 
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spared some penalty for the sake of his parents; many a husband has been given mercy for the 

sake of his wife or child; but in the judgment of God a man stands alone. Sometimes, when a 

great one dies, the coffin lies in front of the mourning congregation, and, on the top of it, there 

is arranged the gowns of his academic honours, or the insignia of his state dignities; but he 

cannot take them with him. Naked we come into the world, and naked we leave it. We stand 

before God in the awful loneliness of our own souls; to him we can take nothing but the 

character which in life we have been building up. 

Yet that is not the whole truth. We do not stand alone at the judgment seat of God, for we 

stand with Jesus Christ. We do not need to go stripped of everything; we may go clad in the 

merits that are his. Collin Brooks, writer and journalist, writes in one of his books: "God may be 

kinder than we think. If he cannot say, `Well done! good and faithful servant,' it may be that he 

will say at last, `Don't worry, my bad and faithless servant: I don't altogether dislike you.'" That 

was a man's whimsical way of stating his faith; but there is more to it than that. It is not that 

God merely does not dislike us; it is that, sinners as we are, he loves us for the sake of Jesus 

Christ. True, we must stand before God's judgment seat in the naked loneliness of our own 

souls; but, if we have lived with Christ in life, we shall stand with him in death, and before God 

he will be the advocate to plead our cause. 

A MAN AND HIS NEIGHBOUR'S CONSCIENCE 

Rom. 14:13-16 

So, then, let us stop passing judgment on each other, and rather let this be our only 

judgment--the determination not to put any hindrance or stumbling block in our brother's 

way. I know this, and I am firmly convinced of it in the Lord Jesus Christ,that there is nothing 

in itself which is unclean. All the same, if anyone thinks that anything is unclean, it is unclean 

to him. If your brother is grieved by something which you eat, you are no longer conducting 

yourself according to the principle that love lays down. Do not bring ruin by what you eat to 

that man for whom Christ died. 

The Stoics used to teach that there were a great many things which they called adiaphora, that 

is, indifferent. In themselves they were quite neutral, neither good nor bad. The Stoics put it 

this way--it all depends by what handle you pick them up. Now that is profoundly true. To a 

student of art, a certain picture might be a work of art, to someone else an obscene drawing. To 

one group of people a discussion might be an interesting and stimulating and mind-kindling 

experience, to someone else a succession of heresies, and even blasphemies. An amusement, a 

pleasure, a pastime might seem to one quite permissible, and to another prohibited. More, 

there are pleasures which are quite harmless to one man, which can, in fact, be the ruin of 

another. The thing itself is neither clean nor unclean; its character is determined by the person 

who sees it or does it. 

That is what Paul is getting at here. There are certain things which a man strong in the faith may 

see no harm in doing; but, if a person with a more narrow outlook saw him doing them, his 
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conscience would be shocked; and if such a person were persuaded to do them himself his 

conscience would be outraged. We may take a very simple example. One man will genuinely 

see no harm in playing some outdoor game on Sunday, and he may be right; but another man's 

conscience is shocked at such a thing, and, if he were persuaded to take part in it, all the time 

he would have the haunting feeling that he was doing wrong. 

Paul's advice is clear. It is a Christian duty to think of everything, not as it affects ourselves only, 

but also as it affects others. Note that Paul is not saying that we must always allow our conduct 

to be dictated by the views of others; there are matters which are essentially matters of 

principle, and in them a man must take his own way. But a great many things are neutral and 

indifferent; a great many things are neither in themselves good or bad; a great many things are 

not essential parts of life and conduct but belong to what we might call the extras of life. It is 

Paul's conviction that in regard to such things we have no right to give offence to the more 

scrupulous brother by doing them ourselves, or by persuading him to do them. 

Life must be guided by the principle of love; and when it is, we will think, not so much of our 

right to do as we like as of our responsibilities to others. We have no right to distress another 

man's conscience in the things which do not really matter. Christian freedom must never be 

used as an excuse for rough-riding over the genuine feelings of others. No pleasure is so 

important that it can justify bringing offence and grief, and even ruin, to others. Augustine used 

to say that the whole Christian ethic could be summed up in a saying: "Love God, and do what 

you like." In a sense it is true; but Christianity consists not only in loving God; it consists also in 

loving our neighbour as ourselves. 

THE PERIL OF CHRISTIAN FREEDOM 

Rom. 14:17-20 

Do not allow that good gift of freedom which you possess to become a thing which gets you 

into disrepute. For the Kingdom of God does not consist of food and drink, but of 

righteousness and peace and joy, which are the gifts of the Holy Spirit. For the man who rules 

his life by this principle, and so becomes the slave of Christ, is well-pleasing to God and 

approved by men. So, then, let it be the things that make for peace that we pursue, and the 

things which build up one another. Do not destroy God's work for the sake of food. True, all 

things are pure; but it is wrong for a man to make life's road more difficult for someone else 

through what he eats. 

In essence, Paul is here dealing with the peril and the abuse of Christian freedom. To a Jew, 

Christian freedom has its dangers. All his life he had been compassed about by a multiplicity of 

rules and regulations. So many things were unclean and so many were clean. So many animals 

might not be eaten; so many purity laws must be observed. When the Jew came into 

Christianity he found that all the petty rules and regulations were abolished at one stroke, and 

the danger was that he might interpret Christianity as a freedom to do exactly as he liked. We 
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must remember that Christian freedom and Christian love go hand in hand; we must hold fast 

to the truth that Christian freedom and brotherly love are bound up together. 

Paul reminds his people that Christianity does not consist in eating and drinking what one likes. 

It consists in three great things, all of which are essentially unselfish things. 

There is righteousness, and this consists in giving to men and to God what is their due. Now the 

very first thing that is due to a fellow man in the Christian life is sympathy and consideration; 

the moment we become a Christian the feelings of the other man become more important than 

our own; Christianity means putting others first and self last. We cannot give a man what is due 

to him and do what we like. 

There is peace. In the New Testament peace does not mean simply absence of trouble; it is not 

a negative thing, but is intensely positive; it means everything that makes for a man's highest 

good. The Jews themselves often thought of peace as a state of right relationships between 

man and man. If we insist that Christian freedom means doing what we like, that is precisely 

the state we can never attain. Christianity consists entirely in personal relationships to man and 

to God. The untrammelled freedom of Christian liberty is conditioned by the Christian 

obligation to live in a right relationship, in peace, with our fellow men. 

There is joy. Christian joy can never be a selfish thing. It does not consist in making ourselves 

happy; it consists in making others happy. A so-called happiness which made someone else 

distressed would not be Christian. If a man, in his search for happiness, brings a hurt heart and 

a wounded conscience to someone else, the ultimate end of his search will be, not joy, but 

sorrow. Christian joy is not individualistic; it is interdependent. Joy comes to the Christian only 

when he brings joy to others, even if it costs him personal limitation. 

When a man follows this principle he becomes the slave of Christ. Here is the essence of the 

matter. Christian freedom means that we are free to do, not what we like, but what Christ likes. 

Without Christ a man is a slave to his habits, his pleasures, his indulgences. He is not really 

doing what he likes. He is doing what the things which have him in their grip make him do. 

Once the power of Christ enters into him he is master of himself, and then, and only then, real 

freedom enters his life. Then he is free not to treat men and not to live life as his own selfish 

human nature would have him do; he is free to show to all men the same attitude of love as 

Jesus showed. 

Paul ends by setting out the Christian aim within the fellowship. (a) It is the aim of peace; the 

aim that the members of the fellowship should be in a right relationship with each other. A 

church where there is strife and contention, quarrels and bitterness, divisions and breaches, 

has lost all right to the name of church. It is not a fragment of the Kingdom of Heaven; it is 

simply an earthbound society. (b) It is the aim of upbuilding. The picture of the church as a 

building runs through the New Testament. The members are stones within the building. 

Anything which loosens the fabric of the church is against God; anything which makes that 

fabric stronger and more secure is of God. 
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The tragedy is that in so many cases it is little unimportant things which disturb the peace of 

the brethren, matters of law and procedure and precedent and prestige. A new age would 

dawn in the Church if we remembered that our rights are far less important than our 

obligations, if we remembered that, while we possess Christian liberty, it is always an offence to 

use it as if it conferred upon us the right to grieve the heart and conscience of someone else. 

Unless a church is a body of people who, in love, consider one another it is not a church at all. 

RESPECT FOR THE WEAKER BROTHER 

Rom. 14:21-23 

It is the fine thing neither to eat meat, nor to drink wine, nor to do anything which makes the 

road more difficult for your brother to walk. As far as you yourselves are concerned you have 

enough faith to know that these things do not matter--well, then, let that be a matter 

between yourself and God. Happy is the man who never has cause to condemn himself for 

doing what he has come to the conclusion it was right to do. But he who has doubts about 

eating something stands condemned if he does eat it, because his decision to eat is not the 

result of faith. 

We are back at the point that what is right for one man may be the ruin of another. Paul's 

advice is very practical. 

(i) He has advice for the man who is strong in the faith. That man knows that food and drink 

make no difference. He has grasped the principle of Christian freedom. Well, then, let that 

freedom be something between him and God. He has reached this stage of faith; and God 

knows well that he has reached it. But that is no reason why he should flaunt his freedom in the 

face of the man who has not yet reached it. Many a man has insisted on the rights of his 

freedom, and then had cause to regret that he ever did so when he sees the consequences. 

A man may come to the conclusion that his Christian freedom gives him a perfect right to make 

a reasonable use of alcohol; and, as far as he is concerned, it may be a perfectly safe pleasure, 

from which he runs no danger. But it may be that a younger man who admires him is watching 

him and taking him as an example. And it may also be that this younger man is one of these 

people to whom alcohol is a fatal thing. Is the older man to use his Christian freedom to go on 

setting an example which may well be the ruin of his young admirer? Or is he to limit himself, 

not for his own sake, but for the sake of the one who follows in his footsteps? 

Surely conscious limitation for the sake of others is the Christian thing. If a man does not 

exercise it, he may well find that something that he genuinely thought to be permissible has 

brought ruin to someone else! It is surely better to make this deliberate limitation than to have 

the remorse of knowing that what one demanded as a pleasure has become death to someone 

else. Again and again, in every sphere of life, the Christian is confronted with the fact that he 

must examine things, not only as they affect himself, but also as they affect other people. A 

man is always in some sense his brother's keeper, responsible, not only for himself, but for 



 

34 

 

everyone who comes into contact with him. "His friendship did me a mischief," said Burns of 

the older man he met in Irvine as he learned the art of flax-dressing. God grant that none may 

say that of us because we misused the glory of Christian freedom! 

(ii) Paul has advice for the man who is weak in the faith, the man with the over-scrupulous 

conscience. This man may disobey or silence his scruples. He may sometimes do something 

because everyone else is doing it and he does not wish to be different. He may do it because he 

does not wish to court ridicule or unpopularity. Paul's answer is that if a man defies his 

conscience he is guilty of sin. If a man believes a thing to be wrong, then, if he does it, for him it 

is sin. A neutral thing becomes a right thing only when it is done out of the real, reasoned 

conviction that it is right. No man is the keeper of another man's conscience, and each man's 

conscience, in things indifferent, must be the arbiter for him of what is right or wrong. 

Next - THE MARKS OF THE FELLOWSHIP  

 

 

Lesson 14 Readings 
 

THE MARKS OF THE FELLOWSHIP 

Rom. 15:1-6 

It is the duty of us who are strong to bear the weaknesses of those who are not strong, and 

not to please ourselves. Let each one of us please our neighbour, but always for his good and 

always for his upbuilding in the faith. For the Anointed One of God did not please himself, 

but, as it stands written, "The insults of those who were insulting you fell upon me." All the 

things that were written long ago were written to teach us, so that, through our fortitude, 

and through the encouragement which the scriptures give, we may hold fast to our hope. 

May the God who inspires us with fortitude, and gives us encouragement, grant to you to live 

in harmony with one another as Christ Jesus would have you to do, so that your praise to the 

God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ may rise from a united heart and a united voice. 

Paul is still dealing with the duties of those within the Christian fellowship to one another, and 

especially with the duty of the stronger to the weaker brother. This passage gives us a 

wonderful summary of the marks which should characterize that fellowship. 

(i) The Christian fellowship should be marked by the consideration of its members for each 

other. Always their thoughts should be, not for themselves, but for each other. But this 

consideration must not degenerate into an easy-going, sentimental laxity. It must always be 

designed for the other person's good and for his upbuilding in the faith. It is not the toleration 

which tolerates because it is too lazy to do anything else. It is the toleration which knows that a 



 

35 

 

man may be won much more easily to a fuller faith by surrounding him with an atmosphere of 

love than by attacking him with a battery of criticism. 

(ii) The Christian fellowship should be marked by the study of scripture; and from that study of 

scripture the Christian draws encouragement. Scripture, from this point of view, provides us 

with two things. (a) It gives us the record of God's dealing with a nation, a record which is the 

demonstration that it is always better to be right with God and to suffer, than to be wrong with 

men and to avoid trouble. The history of Israel is the demonstration in the events of history 

that ultimately it is well with good and evil with the wicked. Scripture demonstrates, not that 

God's way is ever an easy way, but in the end it is the only way to everything that makes life 

worth while in time and in eternity. (b) It gives us the great and precious promises of God. It is 

said that Alexander Whyte sometimes had a habit of uttering one text when he left some home 

during his pastoral visitation; and, as he uttered it, he would say: "Put that under your tongue 

and suck it like a sweetie." These promises are the promises of a God who never breaks his 

word. In these ways scripture gives to the man who studies it comfort in his sorrow and 

encouragement in his struggle. 

(iii) The Christian fellowship should be marked by fortitude. Fortitude is an attitude of the heart 

to life. Again we meet this great word hupomone. It is far more than patience; it is the 

triumphant adequacy which can cope with life; it is the strength which does not only accept 

things, but which, in accepting them, transmutes them into glory. 

(iv) The Christian fellowship should be marked by hope. The Christian is always a realist, but 

never a pessimist. The Christian hope is not a cheap hope. It is not the immature hope which is 

optimistic because it does not see the difficulties and has not encountered the experiences of 

life. It might be thought that hope is the prerogative of the young; but the great artists did not 

think that. When Watts drew "Hope" he drew her as a battered and bowed figure with one 

string left upon her lyre. The Christian hope has seen everything and endured everything, and 

still has not despaired, because it believes in God. It is not hope in the human spirit, in human 

goodness, in human achievement; it is hope in the power of God. 

(v) The Christian fellowship should be marked by harmony. However ornate a church may be, 

however perfect its worship and its music, however liberal its giving, it has lost the very first 

essential of a Christian fellowship if it has lost harmony. That is not to say that there will not be 

differences of opinion; it is not to say that there will be no argument and debate; but it means 

that those who are within the Christian fellowship will have solved the problem of living 

together. They will be quite sure that the Christ who unites them is greater by far than the 

differences which may divide them. 

(vi) The Christian fellowship should be marked by praise. It is no bad test of a man to ask 

whether the main accent of his voice is that of grumbling discontent or cheerful thanksgiving. 

"What can I do, who am a little old lame man," said Epictetus, "except give praise to God?" The 

Christian should enjoy life because he enjoys God. He will carry his secret within him, for he will 

be sure that God is working all things together for good. 
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(vii) And the essence of the matter is that the Christian fellowship takes its example, its 

inspiration and its dynamic from Jesus Christ. He did not please himself. The quotation which 

Paul uses is from Ps. 69:9. It is significant that when Paul speaks of bearing the weaknesses of 

others he uses the same word as is used of Christ bearing his Cross (bastazein). When the Lord 

of Glory chose to serve others instead of to please himself, he set the pattern which every one 

who seeks to be his follower must accept. 

THE INCLUSIVE CHURCH 

Rom. 15:7-13 

So, then, welcome one another as Christ welcomed you, that God may be praised. What I 

mean is this--Christ became a servant of the Jewish race and way of life for the sake of God's 

truth, not only to guarantee the promises which the fathers received, but also that the 

Gentiles should praise God for his mercy. As it stands written: "Therefore I will offer praise to 

God among the Gentiles and I will sing to your name." And, again it says: "Rejoice, O Gentiles 

with his people." And, again: "Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, and let all the peoples praise 

him." And again Isaiah says: "There shall live the scion of Jesse, even he who rises up to rule 

the Gentiles; in him the Gentiles set their hopes." May the God of hope fill you with all joy 

and peace in your faith, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may overflow with hope. 

Paul makes one last appeal that all people within the Church should be bound into one, that 

those who are weak in the faith and those who are strong in the faith should be one united 

body, that Jew and Gentile should find a common fellowship. There may be many differences 

but there is only one Christ, and the bond of unity is a common loyalty to him. Christ's work was 

for Jew and Gentile alike. He was born a Jew and was subject to the Jewish law. This was in 

order that all the great promises given to the fathers of the Jewish race might come true and 

that salvation might come first to the Jew. But he came, not only for the Jew, but for the 

Gentile also. 

To prove that this is not his own novel and heretical idea Paul cites four passages from the Old 

Testament; he quotes them from the Septuagint, the Greek version of the Old Testament, 

which is why they vary from the translation of the Old Testament as we know it. The passages 

are Ps. 18:50; Deut. 32:43; Ps. 117:1; Isa. 11:10. In all of them Paul finds ancient forecasts of the 

reception of the Gentiles into the faith. He is convinced that, just as Jesus Christ came into this 

world to save all men, so the Church must welcome all men, no matter what their differences 

may be. Christ was an inclusive Saviour, and therefore his Church must be an inclusive Church. 

Then Paul once again goes on to sound the notes of the Christian faith. The great words of the 

Christian faith flash out one after another. 

(i) There is hope. It is easy in the light of experience to despair of oneself. It is easy in the light 

of events to despair of the world. Someone tells of a meeting in a certain church at a time of 

emergency. The meeting was constituted with prayer by the chairman. He addressed God as 
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"Almighty and eternal God, whose grace is sufficient for all things." When the prayer was 

finished, the business part of the meeting began; and the chairman introduced the business by 

saying: "Gentlemen, the situation in this church is completely hopeless, and nothing can be 

done." Either his prayer was composed of empty and meaningless words, or his statement was 

untrue. 

It has long ago been said that there are no hopeless situations; there are only men who have 

grown hopeless about them. It is told that there was a cabinet meeting in the darkest days of 

the last war, just after France had capitulated. Mr. Churchill outlined the situation in its starkest 

colours. Britain stood alone. There was a silence when he had finished speaking, and on some 

faces was written despair, and some would have given up the struggle. Mr. Churchill looked 

round that dispirited company. "Gentlemen," he said, "I find it rather inspiring." 

There is something in Christian hope that not all the shadows can quench--and that something 

is the conviction that God is alive. No man is hopeless so long as there is the grace of Jesus 

Christ; and no situation is hopeless so long as there is the power of God. 

(ii) There is joy. There is all the difference in this world between pleasure and joy. The Cynic 

philosophers declared that pleasure was unmitigated evil. Anthisthenes made the strange 

statement that he would "rather be mad than pleased." Their argument was that "pleasure is 

only the pause between two pains." You have longing for something, that is the pain; you get it, 

the longing is satisfied and there is a pause in the pain; you enjoy it and the moment is gone; 

and the pain comes back. In truth, that is the way pleasure works. But Christian joy is not 

dependent on things outside a man; its source is in our consciousness of the presence of the 

living Lord, the certainty that nothing can separate us from the love of God in him. 

(iii) There is peace. The ancient philosophers sought for what they called ataraxia, the 

untroubled life. They wanted all that serenity which is proof alike against the shattering blows 

and the petty pinpricks of this life. One would almost say that today serenity is a lost 

possession. There are two things which make it impossible. 

(a) There is inner tension. Men live a distracted life, for the word distract literally means to pull 

apart. So long as a man is a walking civil war and a split personality, there can obviously be for 

him no such thing as serenity. There is only one way out of this, and that is for self to abdicate 

to Christ. When Christ controls, the tension is gone. 

(b) There is worry about external things. Many are haunted by the chances and the changes of 

life. H. G. Wells tells how in New York harbour he was once on a liner. It was foggy, and 

suddenly out of the fog loomed another liner, and the two ships slid past each other with only 

yards to spare. He was suddenly face to face with what he called the general large 

dangerousness of life. It is hard not to worry, for man is characteristically a creature who looks 

forward to guess and fear. The only end to that worry is the utter conviction that, whatever 

happens, God's hand will never cause his child a needless tear. Things will happen that we 
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cannot understand, but if we are sure enough of God's love, we can accept with serenity even 

those things which wound the heart and baffle the mind. 

(iv) There is power. Here is the supreme need of men. It is not that we do not know the right 

thing; the trouble is the doing it. The trouble is to cope with and to conquer things, to make 

what Wells called "the secret splendour of our intentions" into actual facts. That we can never 

do alone. Only when the surge of Christ's power fills our weakness can we master life as we 

ought. By ourselves we can do nothing; but with God all things are possible. 

THE WORDS REVEAL THE MAN 

Rom. 15:14-21 

Brothers, I myself am quite sure that you, as you are, are full of goodness and replete with all 

knowledge and well able to give good advice to one another. I write to you with a certain 

amount of boldness, as it were, with the purpose of reminding you of what you already 

know. My ground for doing so is the God-given grace which made me the servant of Christ 

Jesus to the Gentiles, and gave me the sacred task of telling the good news, and my aim in 

doing so is to make the Gentiles an offering acceptable to God, an offering consecrated by the 

Holy Spirit. Now, in Christ, I have good reason to take a legitimate pride in my work in God's 

service. I can say this for I will not venture to speak of anything other than the things which 

Christ has wrought in me, by word and deed, by the power of signs and wonders, and by the 

power of the Holy Spirit, to bring the Gentiles into obedience to him. Thus from Jerusalem 

right round to Illyricum, I have completed the announcing of the good news of God's 

Anointed One. But it has always been my ambition to announce the good news, not where 

Christ's name has already been preached, because I want to avoid building on another man's 

foundation. but as it stands written: "Those to whom the good news has not been told shall 

see; and those who have not heard will understand." 

Few passages reveal Paul's character better than this. He is coming to the end of his letter and 

is wishing to prepare the ground for the visit that he hopes soon to pay to Rome. Here we see 

something at least of his secret in winning men. 

(i) Paul reveals himself as a man of tact. There is no rebuke here. He does not nag the brethren 

at Rome nor speak to them like some angry schoolmaster. He tells them that he is only 

reminding them of what they well know, and assures them that he is certain that they have it in 

them to render outstanding service to each other and to their Lord. Paul was much more 

interested in what a man could be than in what he was. He saw faults with utter clarity, and 

dealt with them with utter fidelity; but all the time he was thinking, not of the wretched 

creature that a man was, but of the splendid creature that he might be. 

It is told that once when Michelangelo began to carve a huge and shapeless block of marble, he 

said that his aim was to release the angel imprisoned in the stone. Paul was like that. He did not 

want to knock a man down and out; he did not criticize to cause pain; he spoke with honesty 
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and with severity but always because he wished to enable a man to be what he could be and 

never yet attained to being. 

(ii) The only glory that Paul claimed was that he was the servant of Christ. The word he uses 

(leitourgos) is a great one. In ancient Greece there were certain state duties called liturgies 

(leitourgiai) which were sometimes laid upon and sometimes voluntarily shouldered by men 

who loved their country. There were five of these voluntary services which patriotic citizens 

used to undertake. 

(a) There was choregia, which was the duty of supplying a chorus. When Aeschylus and 

Sophocles and Euripides were producing their immortal dramas, in each of them a verse-

speaking chorus was necessary. There were great festivals like the City Dionysia when as many 

as eighteen new dramatic works were performed. Men who loved their city would volunteer to 

collect, maintain, instruct and equip such a chorus at their own expense. 

(b) There was gumnasiarchia. The Athenians were divided into ten tribes; and they were great 

athletes. At certain of the great festivals there were the famous torch-races in which teams 

from the various tribes raced against each other. We still speak of handing on the torch. To win 

the torch-race was a great honour, and there were public-spirited men who at their own cost 

would select and support and train a team to represent their tribe. 

(c) There was hestiasis. There were occasions when the tribes met together to share in a 

common meal and a common rejoicing; and there were generous men who undertook the task 

of meeting the expense of such a gathering. 

(d) There was archetheoria. Sometimes the city of Athens sent an embassy to another city or to 

consult the oracle at Delphi or Dodona. On such an occasion everything had to be done in such 

a way that the honour of the city was maintained; and there were patriotic men who 

voluntarily defrayed the expenses of such an embassy. 

(e) There was trierarchia. The Athenians were the great naval power of the ancient world. And 

one of the most patriotic things that a man could do was voluntarily to undertake the expenses 

of maintaining a trireme or warship for a whole year. 

That is the background of this word leitourgos. In later days, as patriotism died, such liturgies 

became compulsory and not voluntary. Later the word came to be used of any kind of service; 

and later still it came to be used especially of worship and service rendered in the temple of the 

gods. But the word always had this background of generous service. Just as a man in the 

ancient days laid his fortune on the altar of the service of his beloved Athens, and counted it his 

only glory, so Paul laid his everything on the altar of the service of Christ, and was proud to be 

the servant of his Master. 

(iii) Paul saw himself, in the scheme of things, as an instrument in the hands of Christ. He did 

not talk of what he had done; but of what Christ had done with him. He never said of anything: 
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"I did it." He always said: "Christ used me to do it." It is told that the change in the life of D. L. 

Moody came when he went to a meeting and heard a preacher say: "If only one man would 

give himself entirely and without reserve to the Holy Spirit, what that Spirit might do with him!" 

Moody said to himself: "Why should I not be that man?" And all the world knows what the 

Spirit of God did with D. L. Moody. It is when a man ceases to think of what he can do and 

begins to think of what God can do with him, that things begin to happen. 

(iv) Paul's ambition was to be a pioneer. It is told that when Livingstone volunteered as a 

missionary with the London Missionary Society they asked him where he would like to go. 

"Anywhere," he said, "so long as it is forward." And when he reached Africa he was haunted by 

the smoke of a thousand villages which he saw in the distance. It was Paul's one ambition to 

carry the good news of God to men who had never heard it. He takes a text from Isa.52:15 to 

tell his aim. 

"Ye armies of the living God, His sacramental host, Where hallowed footstep never trod, Take 

your appointed post." 

PLANS PRESENT AND FUTURE 

Rom. 15:22-29 

And that is why on many occasions I found the way to come to you blocked. But now, since I 

have no longer a sphere for work in these areas, and since for many years back I have had a 

great desire to come to you, when I shall go to Spain I hope to see you on my way through; 

and, I hope, after I have first enjoyed your company for a while, to be sped on my way by 

you. But at the moment I am on my way to Jerusalem, to render some service to God's 

dedicated people there. For Macedonia and Achaea re solved to make a contribution to the 

poor among God's dedicated people in Jerusalem. For that was their resolve and indeed they 

owe a debt to them. For if the Gentiles have received a share in spiritual blessings they also 

owe a debt to render service to them in material things. When I have completed this 

business, and when I have duly delivered the gifts to them intact, I will leave for Spain by way 

of you. I know that when I do come to you, I will come bringing a full blessing from Christ. 

Here we have Paul telling of an immediate and of a future plan. 

(i) His future plan was to go to Spain. There were two reasons why he should wish to go there. 

First, Spain was at the very western end of Europe. It was in one sense the then limit of the 

civilized world, and the very fact that it was such would lure Paul on to preach there. He would 

characteristically wish to take the good news of God so far that he could not take it farther. 

(ii) At this time Spain was experiencing a kind of blaze of genius. Many of the greatest men in 

the Empire were Spaniards. Lucan, the epic poet, Martial, the master of the epigram, Quintilian, 

the greatest teacher of oratory of his day, were all Spaniards. Above all, Seneca, the great Stoic 

philosopher, who was first the guardian and afterwards the prime minister of Nero, was a 
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Spaniard. It may well be that Paul was saying to himself that if only he could touch Spain for 

Christ tremendous things might happen. 

(iii) His immediate plan was to go to Jerusalem. He had had a plan which was very dear to his 

heart. He had arranged for a collection to be taken from his young churches for the poor in the 

Church of Jerusalem. There is no doubt that that collection would be necessary. In a city like 

Jerusalem much of the available employment must have been connected with the Temple and 

its needs. All the priests and the Temple authorities were Sadducees, and the Sadducees were 

the supreme enemies of Jesus. It must therefore have happened that many a man, when he 

became a Christian in Jerusalem, lost his job and was in sore need. The help the younger 

churches could give was much needed. But there were at least three other great reasons why 

Paul was so eager to take this gift to Jerusalem. 

(a) For himself it was the payment of a debt and a duty. When it had been agreed that Paul 

should be the apostle to the Gentiles, one injunction had been laid upon him by the leaders of 

the Church--that he would remember the poor (Gal. 2:10). "Which very thing," said Paul, "I was 

eager to do." He was not the man to forget a debt, and now that debt was about to be paid, at 

least in part. 

(b) There was no better way of demonstrating in the most practical way the unity of the 

Church. This was a way of teaching the young churches that they were not isolated units but 

members of a great Church extending throughout all the world. The value of giving to others is 

that it makes us remember that we are not members of a congregation but of a Church which is 

worldwide. 

(c) There was no better way of putting Christianity into practical action. It was easy enough to 

talk about Christian generosity; here was a chance to turn Christian words into Christian deeds. 

So Paul is on the way to Jerusalem, and he is planning a journey to Spain. As far as we know he 

never got to Spain, for in Jerusalem he encountered the trouble which led to his long 

imprisonment and his death. It would seem that this was one plan of the great pioneer which 

never was worked out. 

OPEN-EYED INTO DANGER 

Rom. 15:30-33 

Brothers, I call upon you by the Lord Jesus Christ, and by the love of the Spirit, to strive along 

with me in prayer to God for me; for I need your prayers that I may be rescued from those in 

Jerusalem who do not believe, and that the help that I am bringing to Jerusalem may prove 

acceptable to God's dedicated people there. I want you to pray that by God's will I may come 

to you with joy, and enjoy a time of rest with you. The God of peace be with you all. Amen. 
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We came to the end of the last passage by saying that as far as we know Paul's plans to go to 

Spain were never realized. We know for a certainty that when he went to Jerusalem he was 

arrested and spent the next four years in prison, two in Caesarea and two in Rome. Here again 

his great character comes out. 

(i) When Paul went to Jerusalem he knew what he was doing and was well aware of the 

dangers that lay ahead. Just as his Master steadfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem (Lk.9:51) so 

also did Paul. The highest courage is to know that something perilous awaits us and still to go 

on. That is the courage that Jesus showed; that is the courage that Paul showed; and that is the 

courage that all Christ's followers must show. 

(ii) In such a situation Paul asked for the prayers of the Christian Church at Rome. It is a great 

thing to go on knowing that we are wrapped in the warmth of the prayers of those who love us. 

However far we are separated from those we love, we and they can meet around the mercy-

seat of God. 

(iii) Paul leaves them his blessing as he goes. It was no doubt all that he had to give. Even when 

we have nothing else, we can still bear our friends and loved ones in prayer to God. 

(iv) It was the blessing of the God of peace that Paul sent to Rome and it was with the presence 

of the God of peace that he himself went to Jerusalem with all its threats. The man who has the 

peace of God in his heart can meet all life's perils unafraid. 

A LETTER OF COMMENDATION 

Rom. 16:1-2 

I commend to you our sister Phoebe, who is a servant of the Church which is in Cenchreae. I 

want you to welcome her in the Lord in the way that God's people should welcome one 

another; and I want you to help her in whatever way she needs your help, for she has been a 

helper to many, and to me, too. 

When a person is applying for a new job, he usually gets a testimonial from someone who 

knows him well and who can pay tribute to his character and ability. When a person is going to 

live in some strange town, he often takes with him a letter of introduction from someone who 

knows people in that town. In the ancient world such letters were very common. They were 

known as sustatikai epistolai, letters of commendation or introduction. We still possess many of 

these letters, written on papyrus and recovered from the rubbish heaps buried in the desert 

sands of Egypt. 

A certain Mystarion, for instance, an Egyptian olive-planter, sends his servant on an errand to 

Stotoetis, a chief priest, and gives him a letter of introduction to take with him. 
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Mystarion to his own Stotoetis, many greetings. I have sent my Blastus to you for forked sticks 

for my olive-gardens. See then that you do not detain him, for you know how I need him every 

hour. To Stotoetis, chief priest at the island. 

That is a letter of commendation to introduce the Blastus who has gone upon the errand. So 

Paul writes to introduce Phoebe to the Church at Rome. 

Phoebe came from Cenchreae which was the port of Corinth. Sometimes she is called a 

deaconess, but it is not likely that she held what might be called an official position in the 

Church. There can have been no time in the Christian Church when the work of women was not 

of infinite value. It must have been specially so in the days of the early Church. In the case of 

baptism by total immersion, as it then was, in the visitation of the sick, in the distribution of 

food to the poor, women must have played a big part in the life and work of the Church, but 

they did not at that time hold any official position. 

Paul bespeaks a welcome for Phoebe. He asks the people at Rome to welcome her as God's 

dedicated people ought to welcome each other. There should be no strangers in the family of 

Christ; there should be no need for formal introductions between Christian people, for they are 

sons and daughters of the one father and therefore brothers and sisters of each other. And yet 

a church is not always the welcoming institution that it ought to be. It is possible for churches, 

and still more possible for church organizations, to become almost little closed societies which 

are not really interested in welcoming the stranger. When a stranger comes amongst us, Paul's 

advice still holds good--welcome such a one as God's dedicated people ought to welcome each 

other. 

Next - A HOUSEHOLD WHICH WAS A CHURCH  

 

 

Lesson 15 Readings 
 

A HOUSEHOLD WHICH WAS A CHURCH 

Rom. 16:3-4 

Give my greetings to Prisca and to Aquila, my fellow-workers in Christ Jesus, who risked their 

own necks to save my life. It is not only I who have cause to be thankful to them, but all the 

churches of the Gentiles; and give my greetings to the church that is in their house. 

There is no more fascinating pair of people in the New Testament than Prisca and Aquila. 

Sometimes Prisca is also called Priscilla which is an affectionate diminutive form of her name. 

Let us begin with the facts about them of which we are sure. 
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They appear first in Acts 18:2. From that passage we learn that they had previously been 

resident in Rome. Claudius had issued an edict in A.D. 52 banishing the Jews. Anti-semitism is 

no new thing, and the Jews were hated in the ancient world as they so often are today. When 

they were banished from Rome, Prisca and Aquila settled in Corinth. They were tent-makers 

which was Paul's own trade, and he found a home with them. When he left Corinth and went to 

Ephesus, Prisca and Aquila went with him and settled there (Acts 18:18). 

The very first incident related of them is characteristic. There came to Ephesus that brilliant 

scholar Apollos; but he had not at this time anything like a full grasp of the Christian faith; so 

Aquila and Prisca took him into their house and gave him friendship and instruction in that faith 

(Acts 18:24-26). From the very beginning Prisca and Aquila were people who kept an open 

heart and an open door. 

The next time we hear of them they are still in Ephesus. Paul wrote his first letter to the 

Corinthians from Ephesus and in it he sends greetings from Prisca and Aquila and from the 

church that is in their house (1 Cor. 16:19). This was long before the days when there was any 

such thing as a church building; and the home of Prisca and Aquila served as a meeting place for 

a group of Christian folk. 

The next time we hear of them they are in Rome. The edict of Claudius which had banished the 

Jews had ceased to be effective and no doubt Prisca and Aquila like many another Jew drifted 

back to their old homes and their old business. We discover that they are just the same--again 

there is a group of Christian people meeting in their house. 

For the last time they emerge in 2 Tim. 4:19, and once again they are in Ephesus; and one of the 

last messages Paul ever sent was a greeting to this pair of Christians who had come through so 

much with him. 

Prisca and Aquila lived a curiously nomadic and unsettled life. Aquila himself had been born in 

Pontus in Asia Minor (Acts 18:2). We find them resident first in Rome, then in Corinth, then in 

Ephesus, then back in Rome, and then finally again in Ephesus; but wherever we find them, we 

find their home a centre of Christian fellowship and service. Every home should be a church, for 

a church is a place where Jesus dwells. From the home of Prisca and Aquila, wherever it was, 

radiated friendship and fellowship and love. If one is a stranger in a strange town or a strange 

land, one of the most valuable things in the world is to have a home from home into which to 

go. It takes away loneliness and protects from temptation. Sometimes we think of a home as a 

place into which we can go and shut the door and keep the world out: but equally a home 

should be a place with an open door. The open door, the open hand, and the open heart are 

characteristics of the Christian life. 

So much is certain about Prisca and Aquila; but it may be that there is even greater romance in 

their story. To this day in Rome there is a Church of St Prisca on the Aventine. There is also a 

cemetery of Priscilla. This cemetery is the burying place of the ancient Roman Acilian family. In 

it lies buried Acilius Glabrio. He was consul of Rome in A.D. 91 which was the highest office 
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Rome could offer him; and it seems extremely likely that he died a martyr's death as a Christian. 

He must have been one of the first of the great Romans to become a Christian and to suffer for 

his faith. Now when people received their freedom in the Roman Empire they were enrolled in 

one of the great families and took one of the family names as theirs. One of the commonest 

female names in the Acilian family was Prisca; and Acilius is sometimes written Aquilius, which 

is very close to Aquila. Here we are faced with two fascinating possibilities. 

(i) Perhaps Prisca and Aquila received their freedom from some member of the Acilian family, in 

which it may be that once they were slaves. Can it be that these two people sowed the seeds of 

Christianity into that family so that one day a member of it--Acilius Glabrio, no less a person 

than a Roman consul--became a Christian? 

(ii) There is an even more romantic possibility. It is an odd thing that in four out of the six 

mentions of this pair in the New Testament Prisca is named before her husband, although 

normally the husband's name would come first, as we say "Mr. and Mrs." There is just the 

possibility that this is because Prisca was not a freedwoman at all but a great lady, a member by 

birth of the Acilian family. It may be that at some meeting of the Christians this great Roman 

lady met Aquila, the humble Jewish tentmaker, that the two fell in love, that Christianity 

destroyed the barriers of race and rank and wealth and birth, and that these two, the Roman 

aristocrat and the Jewish artisan, were joined for ever in Christian love and Christian service. 

Of these speculations we can never be sure, but we can be sure that there were many in 

Corinth, in Ephesus and in Rome, who owed their souls to Prisca and Aquila and to that home of 

theirs which was also a church. 

TO EVERY NAME A COMMENDATION 

Rom. 16:5-11 

Give my greetings to my beloved Epaenetus, who was the first convert to Christ in Asia. Give 

my greetings to Mary who has toiled hard among you. Give my greetings to Andronicus and 

Junias, my kinsmen and my fellow-prisoners. They are of high mark among the apostles, and 

they were Christians before I was. Give my greetings to Ampliatus, my beloved in the Lord. 

Give my greetings to Urbanus, our fellow-worker in Christ, and to my beloved Stachys. Give 

my greetings to Apelles, a man of sterling worth in Christ. Give my greetings to those who are 

of the household of Aristobulus. Give my greetings to Herodion, my kinsman. Give my 

greetings to those of the household of Narcissus who are in the Lord. 

No doubt behind every one of these names there is a story which is a romance in Christ. None 

of these stories do we know, but at some of them we can guess. In this chapter there are 

twenty-four individual names and there are two interesting things to note. 

(i) Of the twenty-four, six are women. That is worth remembering, for often Paul is accused of 

belittling the status of women in the Church. If we really wish to see Paul's attitude, it is a 
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passage like this that we should read, where his appreciation of the work that women were 

doing in the Church shines through his words. 

(ii) Of the twenty-four names, thirteen occur in inscriptions or documents which have to do 

with the Emperor's palace in Rome. Although many are very common names, this fact is 

nonetheless suggestive. In Php. 4:22 Paul speaks of the saints of Caesar's household. It may be 

that they were for the most part slaves, but it is still important that Christianity seems to have 

penetrated even thus early into the imperial palace. 

Andronicus and Junias form an interesting pair, because it is most likely that Junias is a female 

name. That would mean that in the early Church a woman could be ranked as an apostle. The 

apostles in this sense were people whom the Church sent out to tell the story of Jesus at large. 

Paul says that Andronicus and Junias were Christians before he was. That means that they must 

go right back to the time of Stephen; they must have been a direct link with the earliest Church 

at Jerusalem. 

Behind the name of Ampliatus may well lie an interesting story. It is a quite common slave 

name. Now in the cemetery of Domatilla, which is the earliest of the Christian catacombs, there 

is a decorated tomb with the single name Ampliatus carved on it in bold and decorative 

lettering. The fact that the single name Ampliatus alone is carved on the tomb--Romans who 

were citizens would have three names, a nomen, a praenomen, and a cognomen--would 

indicate that this Ampliatus was a slave; but the elaborate tomb and the bold lettering would 

indicate that he was a man of high rank in the Church. From that it is plain to see that in the 

early days of the Church the distinctions of rank were so completely wiped out that it was 

possible for a man at one and the same time to be a slave and a prince of the Church. Social 

distinctions did not exist. We have no means of knowing that Paul's Ampliatus is the Ampliatus 

in the cemetery of Domatilla, but it is not impossible that he is. 

The household of Aristobulus may also be a phrase with an interesting history. In Rome 

household did not describe only a man's family and personal relations; it included also his 

servants and slaves. In Rome for long there had lived a grandson of Herod the Great whose 

name was Aristobulus. He had lived always as a private individual and had inherited none of 

Herod's domains; but he was a close friend of the Emperor Claudius. When he died his servants 

and slaves would become the property of the Emperor, but they would form a section of his 

establishment known as the household of Aristobulus. So this phrase may well describe Jewish 

servants and slaves who had once belonged to Aristobulus, Herod's grandson, and had now 

become the property of the Emperor. This is made the more probable by the name mentioned 

on each side of the phrase. Apelles may quite well be the Greek name that a Jew called Abel 

would take, and Herodion is a name which would obviously suit one who had some connection 

with the family of Herod. 

The household of Narcissus may have still another interesting story behind it. Narcissus was a 

common name; but the most famous Narcissus was a freedman who had been secretary to the 

Emperor Claudius and had exercised a notorious influence over him. He was said to have 
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amassed a private fortune of almost 4,000,000 pounds. His power had lain in the fact that all 

correspondence addressed to the Emperor had to pass through his hands and never reached 

him unless he allowed it to do so. He made his fortune from the fact that people paid him large 

bribes to make sure that their petitions did reach the Emperor. When Claudius was murdered 

and Nero came to the throne, Narcissus survived for a short time, but in the end he was 

compelled to commit suicide, and all his fortune and all his household of slaves passed into 

Nero's possession. It may well be his one-time slaves which are referred to here. If Aristobulus 

really is the Aristobulus who was the grandson of Herod, and if Narcissus really is the Narcissus 

who was Cladius' secretary, this means that many of the slaves at the imperial court were 

already Christians. The leaven of Christianity had reached the highest circles in the Empire. 

HIDDEN ROMANCES 

Rom. 16:12-16 

Give my greetings to Tryphaena and Tryphosa who toil in the Lord. Give my greetings to 

Persis, the beloved, who has toiled hard in the Lord. Give my greetings to Rufus, chosen in the 

Lord, and to his mother who was a mother to me too. Give my greetings to Asyncritus, to 

Phlegon, to Hermes, to Patrobas, to Hermas, and to the brothers who are with them. Give my 

greetings to Philologos and to Julias, to Nereus and to his sister, to Olympas, and to all God's 

dedicated people who are with them. Greet each other with the kiss that God's dedicated 

people use. All the Churches of Christ send you greetings. 

No doubt behind all these names lies a story; but it is only about a few of them that we can 

guess and reconstruct. 

(i) When Paul wrote his greetings to Tryphaena and Tryphosa--who were very likely twin sisters-

-he wrote them with a smile, for the way in which he put it sounds like a complete 

contradiction in terms. Three times in this list of greetings Paul uses a certain Greek word for 

Christian toil. He uses it of Mary (Rom. 16:6), and of Tryphaena and Tryphosa and of Persis in 

this passage. It is the verb kopian, which means to toil to the point of exhaustion. That is what 

Paul said that Tryphaena and Tryphosa were in the habit of doing; and the point is that 

Tryphaena and Tryphosa mean respectively dainty and delicate! It is as if he were saying: "You 

two may be called dainty and delicate; but you belie your names by working like Trojans for the 

sake of Christ." We can well imagine a twinkle in Paul's eye as he dictated that greeting. 

(ii) One of the great hidden romances of the New Testament lies behind the name of Rufus and 

his mother, who was also a mother to Paul. It is obvious that Rufus is a choice spirit and a man 

well-known for saintliness in the Roman Church; and it is equally obvious that Paul felt that he 

owed a deep debt of gratitude to the mother of Rufus for the kindness he had received from 

her. Who was this Rufus? 

Turn to Mk. 15:21. There we read of one Simon a Cyrenian who was compelled to carry the 

Cross of Jesus on the road to Calvary; and he is described as the father of Alexander and Rufus. 
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Now if a man is identified by the names of his sons, it means that, although he himself may not 

be personally known to the community to whom the story is being told, his sons are. To what 

Church, then, did Mark write his gospel? He wrote it to the Church of Rome, and he knew that it 

would know who Alexander and Rufus were. Almost certainly here we find Rufus again, the son 

of that Simon who carried the Cross of Jesus. 

That must have been a terrible day for Simon. He was a Jew, from far-off Cyrene in North Africa. 

No doubt he had scraped and saved for half a lifetime to celebrate one Passover in Jerusalem. 

As he entered the city on that day, with his heart full of the greatness of the Feast he was going 

to attend, suddenly the flat of a Roman spear touched him on the shoulder; he was impressed 

into the Roman service; he found himself carrying a criminal's cross. How the resentment must 

have blazed in his heart! How angry and bitter he must have been at this terrible indignity! All 

the way from Cyrene for this! To have come so far to sit at the glory of the Passover and to have 

had this dreadful and shameful thing happen! No doubt he meant, as soon as he reached 

Calvary, to fling the cross down and stride away with loathing in his heart. 

But something must have happened. On the way to Calvary the spell of the broken figure of 

Jesus must have laid its tendrils round his heart. He must have stayed to watch, and that figure 

on the Cross drew Simon to himself for ever. That chance encounter on the road to Calvary 

changed Simon's life. He came to sit at the Jewish Passover and he went away the slave of 

Christ. He must have gone home and brought his wife and sons into the same experience as he 

had himself. 

We can weave all kinds of speculations about this. It was men from Cyprus and Cyrene who 

came to Antioch and first preached the gospel to the Gentile world (Acts 11:20). Was Simon 

one of the men from Cyrene? Was Rufus with him? Was it they who took the first tremendous 

step to make Christianity the faith of a whole world? Was it they who helped the Church burst 

the bonds of Judaism? Can it be that in some sense we today owe the fact that we are 

Christians to the strange episode when a man from Cyrene was compelled to carry a cross on 

the road to Calvary? 

Turn to Ephesus when there is a riot raised by the people who served Diana of the Ephesians 

and when the crowd would have lynched Paul if they could have got at him. Who stands out to 

look that mob in the face? A man called Alexander (Acts 19:33). Is this the other brother facing 

things out with Paul? 

And as for their mother--surely she in some hour of need must have brought to Paul the help 

and the comfort and the love which his own family refused him when he became a Christian. It 

may be guesswork, for Alexander and Rufus are common names; but maybe it is true and 

maybe the most amazing things followed from that chance encounter on the way to Calvary. 

(iii) There remains one other name which may have a perhaps even more amazing story behind 

it--that of Nereus. In A.D. 95 an event occurred which shocked Rome. Two of the most 

distinguished people in the city were condemned for being Christians. They were Flavius 
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Clemens, who had been consul of Rome, and his wife Domatilla, who was of royal blood. She 

was the grand-daughter of Vespasian, a former Emperor, and the niece of Domitian the 

reigning Emperor. In fact the two sons of Flavius Clemens and Domatilla had been designated 

Domitian's successors in the imperial power. Flavius was executed and Domatilla was banished 

to the island of Pontia where years afterwards Paula saw the cave where "she drew out a long 

martyrdom for the Christian name." 

The point is this--the name of the chamberlain of Flavius and Domatilla was Nereus. Is it 

possible that Nereus the slave had something to do with the making into Christians of Flavius 

Clemens the ex-consul and Domatilla the princess of the royal blood? It may be an idle 

speculation, for Nereus is a common name, but, on the other hand, it may be true. 

There is one other fact of interest to add to this story. Flavius Clemens was the son of Flavius 

Sabinus, who had been Nero's city prefect when Nero sadistically persecuted the Christians 

after charging them with being responsible for the appalling fire which devastated Rome in A.D. 

64. As city prefect Flavius Sabinus must have been Nero's executive officer in that persecution. 

It was then that Nero ordered the Christians to be rolled in pitch and set alight to form living 

torches for his gardens, to be sewn into the skins of wild beasts and flung to savage hunting 

dogs, to be shut up in ships which were sunk in the Tiber. Is it possible that thirty years before 

he died for Christ, the young Flavius Clemens had seen the dauntless courage of the martyrs 

and wondered what made men able to die like that? 

Five verses of names and of greetings--but they open vistas which thrill the heart! 

A LAST LOVING APPEAL 

Rom. 16:17-20 

Brothers, I urge you to keep your eye on those who, contrary to the teaching which they have 

received, cause dissensions and put in your way things which would trip you up. Steer clear of 

them. Such men are not real servants of Christ, our Lord; they are the servants of their own 

greed. By their plausibility and their flattery they deceive the hearts of innocent folk. I know 

that you will deal with such people, for the story of your obedience has reached all men. So, 

then, I rejoice over you. I want you to be wise in what is good, and untainted with what is 

evil. The God of peace will soon overthrow Satan so that you may trample him under your 

feet. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with you. 

Romans was a letter which Paul found very difficult to bring to an end. He has sent his 

greetings; but before he closes he makes one last appeal to the Christians in Rome to keep 

themselves from every evil influence. He picks out two characteristics of men hurtful to the 

Church and to the Christian fellowship. 
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(i) They are men who cause dissensions among the brethren. Any man who does anything 

which disturbs the peace of a church has much to answer for. A minister was once talking to a 

man newly come to his congregation from another town. The man had obviously little of the 

love of Christ upon him. He said to the minister: "You know such and such a congregation?" 

naming that of which he had formerly been a member. "Yes," said the minister. "Well," said the 

man with a certain evil relish. "I wrecked it!" There are people who take a pride in making 

trouble and who like nothing better than to sow the poisonous seeds of strife. The man who 

has brought strife to any band of brothers will answer for it some day to him who is the King 

and Head of the Church. 

(ii) They are men who put hindrances in the way of others. The man who makes it harder for 

someone else to be a Christian also has much to answer for. The man whose conduct is a bad 

example, whose influence is an evil snare, whose teaching dilutes or emasculates the Christian 

faith which he pretends to teach, will someday bear his own punishment; and it will not be 

light, for Jesus was stern to any man who caused one of his little ones to stumble. 

There are two interesting words in this passage. There is the word we have translated 

plausibility (chrestologia). The Greeks themselves defined a chrestologos as "a man who speaks 

well and who acts ill." He is the kind of man who, behind a facade of pious words, is a bad 

influence, who leads astray, not by direct attack, but by subtlety, who pretends to serve Christ, 

but in reality is destroying the faith. There is the word we have translated untainted with what 

is evil. It is the word akeraios and it is used of metal which has no suspicion of alloy, of wine and 

of milk which are not adulterated with water. It describes something which is absolutely pure of 

any corruption. The Christian is a man whose utter sincerity must be beyond all doubt. 

One thing is to be noted in this passage--it is clear that the latent trouble in the Church at Rome 

has not yet flared into action. Paul, indeed, says that he believes that the Roman Church is well 

able to deal with it. He was a wise pastor, because he believed firmly that prevention was 

better than cure. Often in a church or a society a bad situation is allowed to develop because no 

one has the courage to deal with it; and often, when it has fully developed, it is too late to deal 

with it. It is easy enough to extinguish a spark if steps are taken at once, but it is almost 

impossible to extinguish a forest fire. Paul had the wisdom to deal with a threatening situation 

in time. 

The passage closes with a most suggestive thing. Paul says that the God of peace will soon 

crush and overthrow Satan, the power of evil. We must note that the peace of God is the peace 

of action and of victory. There is a kind of peace which can be had at the cost of evading all 

issues and refusing all decisions, a peace which comes of lethargic inactivity. The Christian must 

ever remember that the peace of God is not the peace which has submitted to the world, but 

the peace which has overcome the world. 
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GREETINGS 

Rom. 16:21-23 

Timothy, my fellow-worker, sends you his greetings, as do Lucius, Jason and Sosipater, my 

kinsmen. I Tertius, who wrote this letter, send you my greetings in the Lord. Gaius, whose 

hospitality I and the whole Church enjoy, sends you his greetings, as does brother Quartus. 

It is tempting to try to identify the group of friends who send their greetings along with Paul's. 

Timothy was Paul's right hand man, the man whom Paul saw as his successor and of whom he 

later said that no one knew his mind so well (Php. 2:19-20). Lucius may be the Lucius of Cyrene, 

who was one of the prophets and teachers of Antioch who first sent Paul and Barnabas on their 

missionary journeys (Acts 13:1). Jason may be the Jason who gave Paul hospitality at 

Thessalonica and suffered for it at the hands of the mob (Acts 17:5-9). Sosipater may be the 

Sopater of Beroea who took his Church's share of the collection to Jerusalem with Paul (Acts 

20:4). Gaius may be the Gaius who was one of the two people whom Paul baptized at Corinth (1 

Cor. 1:14). 

For the first and only time, we know the name of the amanuensis who actually penned this 

letter to Paul's dictation, for Tertius slipped in his own greeting. No great man can do his work 

without the aid that humble helpers give him. Paul's other secretaries are anonymous, so that 

Tertius is the representative of those humble unknowns who were penmen for Paul. 

One of the most interesting things in the whole chapter is the way in which again and again 

Paul characterizes people in a single sentence. Here there are two great summaries. Gaius is the 

man of hospitality; Quartus is the brother. It is a great thing to go down to history as the man 

with the open house or as the man with the brotherly heart. Some day people will sum us up in 

one sentence. What will that sentence be? 

THE END IS PRAISE 

Rom. 16:25-27 

Now unto him who is able to make you stand firm, in the way that the gospel I preach 

promises and the message Jesus brought offers, in the way which is now unveiled in that 

secret, which was for long ages wrapped in silence, but which is now full disclosed, and made 

known to all the Gentiles--as the writings of the prophets said it would be. and as the 

command of God now orders it to be--that they might render to him a submission born of 

faith, to the only wise God, through Jesus Christ, be glory for ever. Amen. 

The letter to the Romans comes to an end with a doxology which is also a summary of the 

gospel which Paul preached and loved. 
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(i) It is a gospel which makes men able to stand firm. "Son of man," said God to Ezekiel, "stand 

upon your feet and I will speak with you" (Eze. 2:1). The gospel is a power which enables a man 

to stand foursquare against the shocks of the world and the assaults of temptation. 

A journalist relates a great incident of the Spanish Civil War. There was a little garrison of 

beleaguered men. The end was near and some wished to surrender and so to save their lives; 

but others wished to fight on. The matter was settled when a gallant soul declared: "It is better 

to die upon our feet than to live upon our knees." 

Life can be difficult; sometimes a man is beaten to his knees by the battering that it gives to 

him. Life can be perilous,, sometimes a man is like to fall in the slippery places of temptation. 

The gospel is God's power to save; that power which keeps a man erect, even when life is at its 

worst and its most threatening. 

(ii) It is a gospel which Paul preached and which was offered by Jesus Christ. That is to say, the 

gospel takes its source in Christ and is transmitted by men. Without Jesus Christ there can be no 

gospel at all; but without men to transmit it, other men can never hear of it. The Christian duty 

is that when a man is himself found of Christ, he should straightway go and find others for him. 

After Andrew was found of Jesus, John says of him: "He first found his brother Simon, and said 

to him, `We have found the Messiah'" (Jn. 1:40-41). 

Here is the Christian privilege and the Christian duty. The Christian privilege is to appropriate 

the good news for ourselves; the Christian duty is to transmit that good news to others. A 

famous story tells how Jesus, after the Cross and the Resurrection, returned to his glory, still 

bearing the marks of his sufferings. One of the angels said to him, "You must have suffered 

terribly for men down there." "I did," said Jesus. "Do they all know about what you did for 

them?" asked the angel. "No," said Jesus, "not yet. Only a few know about it so far." "And," said 

the angel, "what have you done that they should all know?" "Well." said Jesus, "I asked Peter 

and James and John to make it their business to tell others, and the others still others, until the 

farthest man on the widest circle has heard the story." The angel looked doubtful. for he knew 

well what poor creatures men were. "Yes," he said, "but what if Peter and James and John 

forget? What if they grow weary of the telling? What if, away down in the twentieth century, 

men fail to tell the story of your love for them? What then? Haven't you made any other 

plans?" Back came the answer of Jesus, "I haven't made any other plans. I'm counting on 

them." Jesus died to give us the gospel; and now he is counting on us to transmit it to all men. 

(iii) It is a gospel which is the consummation of history. It is something which was there from all 

ages and which at the coming of Christ was revealed to the world. With the coming of Jesus 

something unique happened, eternity invaded time and God emerged on earth. His coming was 

the event to which all history was working up and the event from which all subsequent history 

flows. After the coming of Christ the world could never be the same again. It was the central 

fact of history, so that men date time in terms of before and after Christ's birth. It is as if with 

his coming life and the world began all over again. 
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(iv) It is a gospel which is meant for all men and which was always meant for all men. It is not a 

gospel which was meant for the Jews only; its going out to the Gentiles was not an 

afterthought. The prophets, perhaps scarcely knowing what they were saying, had their hints 

and forecasts of a time when all men of all nations would know God. That time is not yet; but it 

is the dream of God that some day the knowledge of him will cover the earth as the waters 

cover the sea, and it is the glory of man that he can help make God's dream come true. 

(v) It is a gospel which issues in an obedient world, a world where God is King. But that 

obedience is not founded on submission to an iron law, which breaks the man who opposes it; 

it is an obedience founded on faith, on a surrender which is the result of love. For Paul the 

Christian is not a man who has surrendered to an ineluctable power; he is a man who has fallen 

in love with the God who is the lover of the souls of men and whose love stands for ever full-

displayed in Jesus Christ. 

And so the long argument of the letter to the Romans comes to an end in a song of praise.  

 


