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PAUL, GOD, AND THE GOSPEL (PART 1) 
ROMANS 1:1-7 

 
If you’ve ever had a young teen in the house, you know that teens don’t always want to listen.  They 

believe that they have all the answers to life and that their parents are ill-equipped and to handle life 

because they have not experienced the life of the teenager (as if adults can become adults without first 

being teenagers).  That’s what led Mark Twain to quip:  “When a boy turns 13, seal him in a barrel and 

feed him through a knot hole. When he turns 16, plug up the hole.”  Part of his point is that it takes time 

for a young man to learn to listen; and it may take time for a parent to build up credibility.  And that 

aspect of credibility was evidently on Paul’s mind when he wrote his letter to the Romans. 

 

When people wrote letters in biblical times, they were generally brief.  Generally those letters began 

with the name of the author, then the name of the recipient, and a greeting:  “Terry to John, greetings.”  

It generally was just that simple and short.  But not with Paul in his letter to the Romans.  Remember, 

he is writing to a church he did not found and he has not visited and he is writing to ask them to support 

his ministry in Spain (15:24ff), so in this letter he offers the lengthiest salutation of any of his letters 

(seven verses and 94 words).  He still follows the pattern of the typical letter:  author, recipient, 

greeting.  He just expands all those sections more than a standard letter.  Like the parent of the teenager, 

he is building credibility with his readers, encouraging them why they should read and heed his letter.  

“Who is Paul to tell them what to do?”  Well, he tells them… 

 

And in that salutation he is not only identifying himself to the readers, but he is also offering a 

summary of the essence of the gospel he is preaching and his right to preach that gospel.  The gospel 

and the entire book are distilled into one sentence in these seven verses.  And what we will find in the 

first verse this morning is that Paul’s authority to preach and write the gospel comes from God. 

 

And because the gospel and where it comes from does not change, that means that for us —  

 

BECAUSE THE GOSPEL COMES FROM GOD IT HAS UNIQUE AUTHORITY AND POWER. 

 

An examination of how Paul introduces himself reveals the greatness of God’s gospel.  Who is Paul and 

why should the Romans or we listen to him? 

 

1. Paul, the Man — His IDENTITY 

2. Paul, the Slave — His HUMILITY 

3. Paul, the Apostle — His OFFICE 

4. Paul, the Preacher — His MINISTRY 
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BECAUSE THE GOSPEL COMES FROM GOD IT HAS UNIQUE AUTHORITY AND POWER. 

 

1. Paul, the Man — His IDENTITY 

 

• While Paul mentions his name in passing, there is much in his life and circumstance that is 

significant to the writing of this letter. 

 Paul was born in Tarsus, a Roman city, and to a family with Roman citizenship.  He would have 

been registered with the Roman government as a citizen within 30 days and he would have 

received a legal certificate indicating his citizenship.  Not every Roman resident had Roman 

citizenship (about 50% of residents were slaves); for Paul to have that citizenship would have 

given cultural credibility to his letter. 

 But Paul’s family name was Saul.  When he is introduced in Acts 9-12, that’s how he’s known.  

He may have been called Saul because he was a Jew born to the tribe of Benjamin and Saul was 

the name of the most illustrious member of that tribe — the first king of Israel.  And Paul 

elsewhere reveals that his position as a Jew was also significant (Phil. 3:4-6). 

 It was not until his public ministry in the Roman provinces begins that Saul begins to be called 

by his Roman name, Paul (Acts 13:9).  But as we read this letter, it is significant to note that 

Paul is positioned equally well to address both Jews and Gentiles about the gospel, and he will 

do that to both groups in the Roman church throughout the letter. 

 And Paul was well educated — he was trained under the Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3), who may 

have been the grandson of Rabbi Hillel, perhaps the most influential rabbi of all-time. 

 Paul was also evidently not physically attractive (2 Cor. 10:10; Gal. 4:14) and may have been 

short, as the name Paul comes from a root that means “little.”   

 And additionally, he was angry — prior to his conversion, Paul was consumed with a passion to 

imprison and execute Christians; he traveled to many foreign cities persecuting believers (Acts 

26:9-11).  As Paul reflected on those early years he said he was a blasphemer, persecutor, and 

violent aggressor — the first (worst) of all sinners (1 Tim. 1:13-15). 

 Yet while traveling to Damascus to persecute more Christians, Paul was dramatically saved by 

God (Acts 9:3-6, 11-12, 15, 17-18).  And that salvation resulted in a passionate love for Christ 

(Phil. 3:8-11).  And that salvation resulted in a passionate love for God’s people — both the 

church and unredeemed Israel (Rom. 9:3). 

 

• Why spend this time talking about Paul’s history? 

 Because his history is likely like your history.  His life was mixed with success and failure, 

prominence and humility — he had all the right connections in family and education and culture 

and yet he was a little, physically weak, unassuming, mean man. 
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 And in spite of his sinfulness God saved him.  And God used him. 

 Donald Grey Barnhouse said, “Paul could never forget the pit form which he had been [dug]… 

He always maintained a realistic and humble perspective on his work and himself.” 

 In the story of Paul (and we’ll see this in later chapters as well), we have a great illustration of 

God’s grace.  God doesn’t save righteous men; he saves unrighteous men (those who know and 

are aware of their lack of righteousness; cf. 1 Tim. 1:12, 16-17). 

 What’s your situation?  Doing well or doing poorly?  Well-positioned or weak?  Aware of your 

sin?  Know that God can save you and can use you.  In the economy of God no one is great, 

except God alone.  But God fills humble people with the treasure of His gospel (2 Cor. 4:7) and 

accomplishes great things through them.  That’s Paul’s story; and it’s yours and mine as well. 

 

 

2. Paul, the Slave — His HUMILITY 

 

• Sometimes there just isn’t anything you can say that will lessen the impact of someone’s situation.  

He’s in a difficult circumstance and there just isn’t a nice or kind way to say it.  And that was what 

Paul said about himself in verse 1 — a bond-servant of Christ Jesus. 

 Now most translations say something like “servant,” or “bond-servant.”  But the word actually 

means, “slave.”  There’s just no getting around it.  The word is used six more times in the letter 

and it always means slave (Rom. 6:16-20). 

 Some have suggested that in the OT slavery was viewed as an “honor and privilege.”  In a sense 

that may be true, but the reality of slavery is to lose ownership of one’s rights and privileges.  

He must submit to and obey the will of someone else.  His choices and desires are irrelevant.   

 That was the way it was for Paul as a slave of Christ.  He is in bondage to Christ, submitted to 

Christ, following Christ wherever Christ will lead him. 

 And in the secular culture, this sure didn’t have any positive connotations:  to unbelievers in the 

Greco-Roman culture, to be a slave was abhorrent and revolting.  Slaves were considered 

inanimate objects with no rights — an owner could kill his slave if he wished. 

 And Paul says, I am a slave of Christ Jesus. 

 But don’t miss this.  Paul calling himself a slave of Christ is not something unique to his 

position as an apostle.  Yes, he is a slave to Christ, but so are all other believers in Christ, 

something that he would particularly demonstrate in chapter 6 (cf. also 1 Cor. 7:22-23; Gal. 

1:10; Col. 4:12; 2 Tim 2:24; Js. 1:1; 1 Pt. 2:16; 2 Pt. 1:1; Jude 1).   
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“Time and time again throughout the pages of Scripture, believers are referred to as slaves of God and 

slaves of Christ. In fact, whereas the outside world called them ‘Christians,’ the earliest believers 

repeatedly referred to themselves in the New Testament as the Lord’s slaves. For them, the two ideas 

were synonymous. To be a Christian was to be a slave of Christ. 

“The story of the martyrs confirms that this is precisely what they meant when they declared to their 

persecutors, ‘I am a Christian.’ A young man named Apphianus, for example, was imprisoned and 

tortured by the Roman authorities. Throughout his trial, he would only reply that he was the slave of 

Christ. Though he was finally sentenced to death and drowned in the sea, his allegiance to the Lord 

never wavered. 

Other early martyrs responded similarly:…‘I am a free man, the slave of Christ…’”[John MacArthur, 

Slave: The Hidden Truth About Your Identity in Christ, 12-13.]  

 

• Paul is also particular about his slavery — he is not just a slave, but he is a slave of Jesus Christ.   

 He is in bondage and submission to the Messiah (Christ).  He is following Christ alone.  He is 

totally devoted to Jesus and will follow no one else.  He refuses to place himself in bondage to 

anyone else (remember Phil. 3:8ff). 

 This is significant to note because in a moment he will identify himself as an apostle.  But 

before he affirms his apostleship, he also affirms his submissive obedience to Christ.  Paul is not 

the King; Christ is.  And Paul is enslaved to the King. 

 

• This is a good reminder for us — no matter where God has placed us in ministry and no matter what 

responsibilities He has given, what is preeminent is whether God is honored through our obedience.   

 This will change the way we think about our relationship with God, and with other believers. 

 Cf. 12:1-3 — if he has saved us by mercy and grace, and our lives are to be sacrificed to Him, 

then we dare not think of our lives with pride and arrogance.  Humility is the word we need. 

 And enslavement to Christ is also the means to the freedom we really want — the freedom from 

sin (6:20-22).  Paul and we can rejoice when we are enslaved to Christ because that means that 

sin is no longer our master — we no longer have to sin. 

 If you are not a follower of Jesus Christ, this probably sounds ridiculous to you.  Why would 

you give up your will and freedom and life to submit so humbly to someone else?  Because it is 

the way of life and to not follow Christ is the way of death.  You don’t have to obey Christ.  But 

that also means that you don’t have to live.  To rebel against Christ is to choose enslavement to 

sin and to choose death.  Won’t you rather choose life?  Turn away from your sin and become a 

slave of Christ.  That’s life (6:22-23). 
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3. Paul, the Apostle — His OFFICE 

 

• Paul also says that he is an apostle, because he in fact was called as an apostle. 

 Now the word apostle can simply mean “someone who is sent,” so secularly a cargo ship was 

called an “apostolic boat.”  And in biblical terms it can refer to someone with the gift of 

apostleship — James (1 Cor. 15:7), Barnabas (Acts 14:4), Andronicus and Junias (Rom. 16:7), 

Apollos (1 Cor. 4:6, 9), and Silas and Timothy (1 Thess. 1:1; 2:7). 

 But Paul is referring to the office of apostle.  To be an apostle required two qualifications: 

➢ They must have seen the resurrected Christ (Acts 1:22). 

➢ They must have been chosen directly by Christ (Acts 1:24). 

➢ Paul fit both those qualifications (Acts 22:6-11; 1 Cor. 15:8). 

➢ And just by way of reminder, this gift is what is called a “foundational gift” — it was in 

existence at the beginning of the church to assist in the church’s founding, but since then it 

has ceased (Eph. 2:20).  There are no more apostles — either with the gift or office. 

 

• Now this all might strike you as just a little presumptuous; Paul has just said he’s a slave and then 

he immediately also said he was an apostle — one of only 13 men in the history of the church.  

Doesn’t that go against what he’s just said about submission and humility and slavery? 

 But notice that Paul also said he was called.  That is, God has planned and then drawn him to 

the apostleship.  He was not an apostle because he made himself an apostle.  He was an apostle 

because God made him an apostle. 

 So Paul is calling them to support his missionary venture to Spain not because of his personal 

worth and wisdom but because he has been called by God to serve God as an apostle.  “The 

word points away from the apostle’s person to Him whose apostle he is.  It is thus both a very 

humble word and also at the same time expressive of the most august authority.” [Cranfield] 

 And that also then has implications for what he will right in this letter.  Paul is explaining “at the 

very beginning of his letter that he writes not as a private individual, nor even as a gifted 

teacher, but as a ‘called apostle’ whose words bear the authority of God himself.  Any reading 

of this great theological treatise that ignores this claim to authority will fail to come to grips 

with the ultimate purpose of its writing.” [Moo, 42.]   

 We must read it in the same way, understanding its authority over us as well.  This is how 

Scripture should always be read. 

 

• How do you read and hear the Scriptures?  Is the Bible authoritative in your life? 

 This isn’t “Paul’s” letter.  Certainly he wrote it with his vocabulary and from his background.  

But this is the Word of God.  And we are to hear and respond to it as if it is God’s Word. 
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 Individuals both inside and outside the church will often dismiss portions of Scripture in just 

this way:  “Paul was just homophobic…Paul hated women…”  But if we understand that Paul is 

writing under the authority of God as an apostle, then we know that his words are not his words 

— they are the words of God. 

 This is how Peter understood Paul’s writings (2 Pt. 3:15-16 — “the rest of the Scriptures”).  

And this is the way the Thessalonians responded to Paul’s writings (1 Thess. 2:13). 

 We always want to open this book and read it with the understanding that it has an authority and 

power that no other book has. 

 

A number of years ago, pastor and author Matt Woodley was involved in a friendly men’s softball game 

when the umpire made a call that upset the coach. The coach didn’t agree with the umpire’s 

interpretation of a rule. The game stopped, and a heated discussion ensued.  Finally, the ump sighed as 

he pulled a rulebook from his back pocket and proceeded to read page 27, paragraph 3b, section 1. “As 

you can clearly see,” he concluded, “this rule means that my call must stand.” But the coach yelled, 

“You’re not interpreting that rule correctly.” The ump replied, “Uh, excuse me, I should know: I wrote 

the rulebook.”  The coach then went back to the bend shaking his head and pointed to the umpire as he 

said, “Get a load of that guy.  He wrote the rulebook!” 

 

 God has written the book.  And as Steve Lawson has written, “We owe to the Scripture the same 

reverence which we owe to God because it has proceeded from Him alone, and has nothing of 

man mixed with it.” 

 This was the power of the book when Paul wrote to the Romans when he wrote some 25 years 

after Christ’s death, and it is still the power of the book today.  We obey it because it is from God. 

 

 

4. Paul, the Preacher — His MINISTRY 

 

• In the first part of verse one, Paul has identified to the Romans (most of whom didn’t know him) 

who he was; in the last phrase he identifies what he was purposed by God to do — set apart for the 

gospel of God. 

 When Paul says he is set apart he means that God has set him aside for a special purpose.  The 

word was used often to refer to boundary lines — that pieces of property were distinguished and 

set apart from one another by those lines.  So God had a particularly unique plan for Paul. 

 In Galatians Paul says that setting apart was from before his birth (1:15).   

 The language Paul is using is reminiscent of language used by the prophets about their calling to 

their task (Is. 49:1; Jer. 1:5). 
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 What’s interesting is that the word “Pharisee” evidently comes from this root — they considered 

themselves to be “set apart” from others; but they were set apart to their own standards and not 

set apart by God to His standards, as Paul was. 

 

• What is most important here is what Paul says about being set apart — for the gospel of God. 

 His purpose was the gospel of God.  Now with the word for does he mean, “to preach the gospel 

of God,” or does he mean, “to live for the gospel of God?”  Both are feasible, but given that he 

has been given an apostolic calling and that he has been distinctively (uniquely) set apart for the 

gospel, it seems clear that he means to preach the gospel of God. 

 Scholars also want to know, “is this the gospel that comes from/by God” or “is it the gospel that 

is about God?”  And it seems that since both fit the context and both are complementary of one 

another, that Paul wants us to think of both of them.  The gospel is of God — it is given to Paul 

(and us) by God, and the message of the gospel is about God Himself.  The gospel is given by 

God to reconcile sinners back to Him.  He is both the source and the object of the gospel. 

 Last week I noted that Romans might be the most God-centered book in the New Testament (the 

word “God” is used 153x).  Says one commentator, “Romans is ultimately a book about God:  

how he acted to bring salvation, how his justice is preserved, how his purposes are worked out 

in history, how he can be served by his people.” [Moo] 

 Everything about the gospel is about God and everything about life is about God.  That is true 

for Paul and that is true for us as well.   

 Paul’s ministry was about the gospel and getting people back to God and that is our ministry as 

well.  Ministry in the church is not particularly complicated (though it is often hard):  people sin 

and before believing in Christ their fundamental identity is “sinner.”  And the only hope for 

anyone who is either a sinner or sinning is to turn to God.  Our task is to teach and compel and 

pray that they will respond to his offer of salvation and redemption in faith. 

 

 

CONCLUSION:  This is Paul’s life and ministry: 

 He was an ordinary and extraordinary man who needed salvation and who God saved. 

 He came to serve as a slave of Christ, committed to obeying and submitting to Him in all things. 

 He came with the message of the truth of God’s Word — the only authority over men’s lives. 

 He came for the purpose of upholding the nature and character of God and God’s gospel. 

 

Everything in Paul’s life was about the gospel — as a sinner he was saved by it and as a believer he was 

a messenger of it.  This gospel was Paul’s hope and this gospel is our only hope as well.  What a 

powerful gift we have been given — the gospel to take us back to God. 


