Lesson 4

FOUNDATIONS OF THE FAITH  
 




Class Notes for February 2, 2016
   




Romans 2:17-3:8,  God's Case Against Religious Man
As we study the book of Romans, it is important to keep in mind that Paul is making a long presentation and that he is building a comprehensive case for the truth of Christ.  Beginning with the depth and severity of the sinfulness of man, Paul will present truths concerning salvation, God's sovereignty, sanctification for those who are saved, and the value of Christian service.   

First, Paul is laying the foundation concerning the sinfulness of man from several perspectives.  After assuring believers that their standing before God was due to His saving power through the gospel and that righteous living is empowered by faith, Paul revealed the sinfulness of both pagan man and moral man.  But what about the Jews?  Are they an exception, or are they even more responsible?

Who are the Jews?  It all began with Abraham around 2000 BC.  His descendants were called children of Abraham or Hebrews (because Abraham lived in Hebron).  His grandson, Jacob, was renamed Israel by God so sometimes Jacob's descendants (12 sons/tribes) are called Jacob or Israel.  After settling in the land of Canaan according to their tribes, they were often referred to as Israelites.  
After King Solomon died, the nation split into two kingdoms, also dividing the twelve tribes who were descendants of Jacob.  The residents of the northern kingdom retained the name Israelites and later Samaritans (after the capital city of Samaria), and residents of the southern kingdom which were predominantly from the tribe of Judah were called Jews.  After the exile of both northern and southern kingdoms, only the Jews returned.  As time passed, other tribal identifications, except for Benjamin and Levi, were mostly lost or abandoned and all descendants of Jacob were known simply as Jews, still claiming their identity back to Abraham.  Today, after the nation was reestablished in 1948, they are known as Israelis.
Abraham and his descendants had three covenant relationships with Jehovah.   By NT times, these covenants were not considered individually but together as one progressively revealed covenant. 
    Through Abraham God promised many descendants, the land of Canaan, and that He would bless 
them.  The sign of this covenant was circumcision.  
    Through Moses God gave them the Law, the priesthood and sacrifices, and the tabernacle.  

The sign of this covenant was the sabbath.    

    Through David God promised them an everlasting kingdom.  The sign of this covenant was anointing 
with oil.  No wonder they felt special--they were!  
However, those covenants set them apart but did not save them.  They were saved through faith in the promised Messiah, Jesus, who brought the salvation covenant of grace for both Jews and Gentiles.
During the 400 years prior to Jesus' incarnation, the Jews lived under the rule of Persia, Greece and then Rome.  The Jews were struggling to reestablish their faith practices.  Some men dedicated themselves to obeying the Law as an example and inspiration to all Jews.  They were called Pharisees which means separate or set apart.  The Sadducees were another religious comprised mainly of upper class and wealthy Jews who were also religious leaders.  Representatives of  both groups comprised the Sanhedrin which was the religious governing body under Roman rule. 
In Rom. 2:9-16, Paul has already contrasted and compared Jews, who sinned under the Law, and Gentiles, who sinned without the Law but who instinctively do the things of the Law, their conscience bearing witness of right and wrong.  Turning now to the Jews (religious man) and their spiritual condition, Paul first points out their advantages.
Rom. 2:17-20

What it means to them to be a Jew
bear the name "Jew"

identifying with 2000 years of national history
rely upon the Law

know the value of obedience to the Law 

boast in God


know that Jehovah is the only true God, all others are false

know His will


know what pleases God

approve the things that are essential


pass judgment on critical issues


being instructed out of the Law

consistent with the Law given by God

confident that they are a guide to the blind

leading those who cannot discern for themselves


a light to those in darkness


teaching those who do not understand


a corrector of the foolish


disciplining those who reject or ignore truth


a teacher of the immature


bringing deeper understanding and knowledge

having in the Law the embodiment 

the source of their claims


of knowledge and 


information


of the truth



insight

Rom. 2:21-24

Their failure
They do not practice what they preach.    They teach the commandments of the Law, such as

You shall not steal, You shall not commit adultery, You shall not make for yourself an idol . . .


Examine themselves:  Do they steal?  Do they commit adultery?  Do they rob temples?

They break the Law and dishonor God.  

By doing so, they blaspheme the name of God among the Gentiles.

Paul was not the only one to confront the Jews.  Jesus had also encountered them and took them to task. 
John 8:31-59
v. 31-33  First of all, let's note that Jesus is talking to Jews who had believed Him.  Belief not founded 
on faith from God is not saving belief.  Like the demons of James 2:19 and Simon the magician 
of Acts 8:9-24, they had knowledge which they accepted, but no faith.  

Jesus was clear:  to be His disciples they had to continue in His word.  Profession alone was not 
evidence of salvation.  By continuing in His word, they would know the truth which would make 
them free.  We who are in Christ know this freedom:



Free from the penalty of sin, 

saved in Christ from the wrath of God.



Free from the power of sin, 

practicing righteousness and living by faith.



Free from the presence of sin, 
eternal life with Christ.

Someone has said:  to be born free is an accident; to die free is a privilege, to live free is a responsibility.

But they misunderstood:  


Their slavery to sin was incomprehensible to them.

       they denied their history:


Abraham's descendants were slaves in Egypt for 400 years.

       they denied their present condition:
Rome was their master.

v. 34-47      Jesus made His point:
  They are slaves of sin because they practice sin.  

      


The Apostle John made this point even more strongly in his letters.  1 John 3:7-10

As slaves, their position (in the household of God) is not permanent (they could be sold), 

but the son's status in the household never changes.


The One who is the Son is the One who brings permanent freedom from sin.

         
Even though they are Abraham's descendants, Jesus is the true Son of God.

         
They do not truly accept His word because they seek to kill Him.

         
His words are from experience with the Father; they obey their father (the devil, v. 44)

They countered Jesus' accusations by proclaiming that they were not slaves but sons of Abraham.


If so, Jesus said, do as Abraham did.  Abraham did not seek to kill Him. 







Abraham rejoiced to see the day of Jesus.  v. 56

Their next claim was that they are sons of their Father, God.

If so, Jesus said, you would love Me.  
1 John 4:7-10, 5:1


They did not understand because they could not hear.



Only God can give ears to hear and eyes to see spiritual truth.


They cannot hear because they are of their father the devil:  murderers and liars


He who is of God hears.  They cannot hear because they are not of God.

v. 48-59
Name calling       Jesus has told them that He is the Son of God.  

They call Him a Samaritan. (Israelites who lived in the former Northern Kingdom, 



were inbred with Assyrians, and had a corrupted form of worship.  They were



hated by the Jews.)

They said he had a demon, probably in retaliation for His calling them sons of the devil.

While they dishonor Jesus,  He honors His Father.



         He does not seek His own glory; God glorifies Him (reveals, demonstrates)

Although they claim to know God, they do not.
And they picked up stones to throw at Him.
By their own words and actions they had proven that they were indeed liars and murderers.
Matt. 23:1-36
    Hypocrites!  Matthew records another encounter Jesus had with the religious Jews.

v. 1-6
They do not do what they teach, they burden people and will not help, they want to be admired 
by the people, they love the place of honor.

v. 8-12  
Jesus admonished them to not exalt themselves but to be humble.

v. 13-36 
Seven [or eight] judgments or curses for their sins.  

v. 13
They shut off the kingdom from the people and will not enter themselves

[v. 14   The brackets indicate that this verse was probably not in the original text.
          The judgment in this verse is that while they oppress widows they make long pretentious prayers.]
v. 15
They recruit followers but make them twice as bad as themselves.

v. 16-22  Their vows are vain and will bring judgment on themselves.

v. 23-24  They tithe but neglect important things:  justice, mercy, faithfulness.
v. 25-26  They are clean (ceremonially) on the outside but inside are robbers and self-indulgent.

v. 27-28  They outwardly appear righteous but inside are dead bones and uncleanness.


v. 29-36  They condemn their forefathers for persecuting the prophets but only testify against themselves

Matt. 7:21-23   While they claim good works which would make them just before God:


prophesying in Jesus' name, casting out demons in His name, performing miracles in His name


Jesus never knew them.  John 10:14-15, 27-28         They practice lawlessness.    

Rom. 2:25-29
 
Circumcision of the heart

After addressing their religious but unrighteous observance of the Law, Paul turns to their false understanding concerning circumcision, the sign of the Abrahamic covenant.  In our homework we developed a brief chronology of Abraham's life.  What is relevant here is that Abraham was reckoned righteous by God before the covenant was sealed and the sign given.  All descendants of Abraham were not saved.  The covenant line went only through Isaac.  Hagar's son, Ishmael, and Keturah's six sons were not in the covenant line.  

A circumcised descendant of Abraham who continually transgressed the Law had no more of a saving relationship to God than an uncircumcised Gentile.  The outward sign was useless without the inward change of heart brought by the Holy Spirit.  While the Jews sought praise from men, the Spirit's work in the heart brings approval from God.  

Jeremiah 31:31-34 records that God will make a new covenant with Israel and Judah, unlike the ones He made with their forefathers.  God will put His Law within them, He will write it on their hearts.  He will be their God and they will be His people.  A new covenant:  a covenant of grace in Jesus.


God makes no distinction between Jew and Greek, slave or free, male or female.  Those who belong to Christ are Abraham's descendants by faith according to God's promise.

Gal. 3:28-29

Rom. 3:1-8

Then, what advantage is there to be a Jew?

Good question!  If salvation is all about circumcision of the heart, what advantage was gained by descendants of Abraham who were circumcised and obeyed the Law?  It is obvious that God had revealed Himself to them through His covenants with Abraham and Moses, but now Paul tells them that those covenants did not save them.  But there were great advantages to those covenants:


They were entrusted with the oracles of God.   An oracle is a way in which God reveals hidden knowledge or makes known divine purposes.  It may be written (ten commandments), spoken (by the prophets), or a place (tabernacle, Temple).  They had the truth about salvation all along.


Maybe so, but some of them did not believe.  Yet, God's faithfulness to His oracles did not fail.

God is faithful and true though every man is a liar.  God's truthfulness does not depend on man's belief or conforming to His truth.  God will fulfill all His promises to the nation even if individual Jews are not able to receive them because of their unbelief.

Even if all mankind were to agree that God had been unfaithful to His promises, it would only prove that all were liars and that God is true.


Bad conclusion:  Man's unbelief against God's faithfulness demonstrates God's righteousness.

Demonstrating God's righteousness is a good thing, so why would God judge and bring wrath upon the "cause" of this demonstration, man's unbelief?


Good answer:  God judges because of unbelief and disobedience.  God's righteousness and faithfulness do not change the nature of the sinfulness.  It is evil to be sinful even though God's just judgment is the result.  Such nonsense brings just condemnation.

Paul had been preaching to them the gospel of Jesus Christ.  The next anticipated question is whether those who are now in Christ had a beginning advantage over the Jews who had the covenants.

Paul's reply is:  Not at all.  Jews and Greeks are all under sin.  All need that circumcision of the heart.  

A changed heart is available only through Jesus.  A universal and eternal truth!


Paul will develop this teaching further as we continue.  Considering pagan man, moral man, and religious man . . . all lumped together are natural man:   sinful by nature, sinful by desires, sinful by actions.  There is none righteous; all have sinned.
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