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We knew it to [be] somewhere at the end of the valley as we looked down it
though there was nothing to be seen there at present but a bank of clouds...We left
our ponies to graze on some grass at the bottom, and after about an hour’s steep
going up, sat down to examine the country through our glasses. If only they
could penetrate the bank of clouds that still lay thickly down to the south as we
looked along the valley...Suddenly our eyes caught glint of snow through the
clouds; and gradually, very gradually, in the course of two hours or so, visions of
great mountainsides and glaciers and ridges, now here, now there, forms
invisible for the most part to the naked eye or indistinguishable from the clouds
themselves, appeared through the floating rifts and had meaning for us — one
whole clear meaning pieced from these fragments, for we had seen a whole
mountain range, little by little, the Lesser to the greater until, incredibly higher in
the sky than imagination had ventured to dream, the top of Everest itself
appeared.

We knew it to be Everest. It is always unsafe to say of a mountain that it is too
high to be any other, but besides recognition we had certain mathematical
calculations to convince us...it was a gradually clearing view. The dark clouds
were brightly lit, but still a great band lay across the face of Everest, when we
turned at last to go down and catch up to our train of coolies and donkeys, which
we had observed crossing the plain to the west...We found them on a little green
bank rising from the dry plain, where by some miracle there was a spring of
water. Our friends were shuddering in their tents; but the wind dropped
towards sunset, and they came out. We walked yards or so to a little eminence,
and there to the south was Everest absolutely clear and glorious.!



So goes a letter written by the legendary George Mallory to his beloved wife
Ruth upon seeing Everest for the first time. I love that letter and all the pathos
and emotion it generates because I know the whole story of George Mallory’s
tragic death on the mountain three years later. And even though I know the story
ends tragically, his letter is a wonderful thing because it is filled with such
exhilaration, hope and expectation. Mallory was, you see, the first European to
seriously attempt Everest and he almost succeeded. The truth is he may have
actually reached the top but there is a rule in mountain climbing that says you
don’t get credit for a climb unless you come back alive. He didn’t come back
alive but we know he got close. We know that because his frozen almost
perfectly preserved body was found some four years ago, seventy-five years after
his death, a mere thousand feet or so beneath the summit of Everest. Think of
that, Mallory had almost succeeded climbing Everest at a time when multiple
base camps and oxygen stations were unimaginable. You see Mallory was
adventurous, sometimes even foolhardy, but he was no fool. He had sense
enough to understand the enormity of his undertaking. He knew the difficulty of
the pursuit in which he was engaged and still he pressed on. He did that because
Everest was worth the risks. He knew it was dangerous and yet Everest stood
there so majestic, so alluring that he was drawn toward it like a moth toward a

flame.

Now, I have taken the time to paint a picture of Mallory and his assault on
Everest this morning not because I especially want you to know the details of one
particular mountaineer and certainly not because I want in any way to make you
tearful. Rather, I have done so because I want you to envisage our journey

together over the next six months as an expedition. In fact, my prayer for you is



that you will come to view this expedition as one of the more important

expeditions in your life.

This morning, this moment, we are standing together down at the end of a long
valley looking up through the clouds toward the incomparable heights of our
ultimate destination. That destination is a heart comprehension of Paul’s letter
to the Romans. And though that description is figurative, this is one of those rare
times when the extended metaphor or analogy actually holds. The reason it
holds is because any study of Romans is a difficult, arduous, and dangerous task
and because the Epistle to the Romans is without question, the Everest of the

Bible.2

Now let me ask you, “Does that language seem too dramatic? Does it sound
like a used car salesman trying to pitch some high priced lemon? Does it
sound like some egg headed professor trying to promote a class that he knows
otherwise will go unfilled?” If it does, consider this for a moment. There have
been more commentaries written on Paul’s Epistle the Romans than on any other
book of the Bible.? In fact, one commentator I read argued that Romans is the
single most studied, most written about document in western civilization. Now
there is a really good reason for that. Listen for a moment to what Martin Luther
(1522 AD), the great German reformer, wrote in his preface to the Epistle to the

Romans:

This epistle is really the chief part of the New Testament, and is truly the purest
gospel. It is worthy not only that every Christian should know it word for word,
by heart, but also that he should occupy himself with it every day, as the daily
bread of the soul. We can never read it or ponder over it too much; for the more
we deal with it, the more precious it becomes and the better it tastes.



Now think about how Luther said what he said...

...it’s the chief part of the New Testament.
...it’s the purest gospel.
...it ought to be studied everyday.
...it ought, in fact, to be memorized.
...the more you study it the better it gets.

Now Luther’s evaluation may be true or it may be false but the fact that he said it
that way and said it so passionately ought to cause us to stop for a moment and
listen. That is especially true since William Tyndale, the great English Reformer,

came along four years later (1526 AD) and said almost exactly the same thing;

Forasmuch as this epistle is the principal and most excellent part of the New
Testament, and most pure Euangelion,...and...a light and a way in unto the
whole scripture, I think it meet that every Christian man not only know it by rote
and without the book, but also exercise himself therein evermore continually, as
with the daily bread of the soul. No man...can read it too often or study it too
well: for the more it is studied the easier it is, the more it is chewed the pleasanter
it is, and the more deeply it is mined the more precious the things are found in it, so
great treasure of spiritual things lieth hid therein...®

Now, I love that but I was surprised by what Tyndale says near the end of his
prologue:

Wherefore it appears evident, that Paul’s mind was to comprehend briefly in this
epistle the whole learning of Christ’s gospel, and to prepare an introduction unto
all the Old Testament. For without doubt whosoever hath this epistle perfectly in
his heart...hath the light and the effect of the Old Testament with him.°

Do you get that? Not only did Tyndale agree with Luther that Roman:s...

...is the principal part of the New Testament.
...is pure good news.

...it’s a light to the whole of Scripture.
...ought, in fact, to be memorized.



...ought to be studied continually.
But he also thought that Romans to be ...

...the key to understanding the OT.

Thirteen years later, the great Presbyterian Reformer, John Calvin, (1539) took a
little more deliberate approach to promoting the glory of Romans when he

wrote:

With regard to the excellence of this Epistle, I do not think it would be well for me
to dwell long on the subject; for I fear that if my recommendations fall...short of
what they ought to be, it will do nothing but obscure the letter’s merits...It would
be better then for me to pass on to the Argument...of the Epistle; and then all
controversy will end, for besides other excellencies, and those remarkable, this
can with truth be said of it, though it can never be sufficiently appreciated — that
when any one gains a knowledge of Romans, he has an entrance opened to him to
all the most hidden treasures of Scripture.”

Did you catch that? If not, let me summarize what he said...

...I'am afraid my praise of it may undervalue the letter’s merits.
...it can never be adequately appreciated.
...a knowledge of Romans opens all the hidden treasures of the Bible.

Now let me ask you a question, “Should we pay attention to Luther, Tyndale
and Calvin when they say that Romans is the heart of the Bible? Should we
listen to them when they say that a knowledge of Romans is essential to the
development of Christian maturity? Should we listen to them even though the

modern church seems largely indifferent to Romans?”

I think the answer to that is, “Yes.”



Of course, it wasn’t just the Reformers that touted the importance of Romans.
There were a great number of men that understood the importance of Romans
even before the Reformation. Origin of Alexandria (circa 250 AD) wrote a fifteen-
volume commentary on Romans.® The great Byzantine preacher, John
Chrysostom (347-407 AD), used to have Romans read to him twice a week.’
During his pastorate, he preached all the way through Romans completing
perhaps the earliest verse-by-verse exposition of the book. Even the arch-heretic
Pelagius wrote a commentary on Romans. Of course, that is not strange in and of
itself. It is probably to be expected especially in light of the conflict he had with
Augustine. What it is interesting in that he completed a commentary on Romans
and Augustine did not.’® Still when you read Augustine you can tell Paul’s

Epistle to Romans permeated his life and thought.

You see the church has almost always taken the Epistle to the Romans seriously.
The early church fathers did, the Reformers certainly took it seriously and a
century and a half after the Reformation so did the English Puritans. Listen to

how one Puritan, Thomas Draxe, described Paul’s Epistle to the Romans...

It is the quintessence and perfection of saving doctrine.!

Now there is a sense in which it is easy to understand the exalted place ancient
theologians gave to the Epistle to the Romans. Certainly, it is easy to see why
Martin Luther loved Romans so. Luther had been an Augustinian monk and had
been tormented in his quest to stand righteous before God. He had applied
himself intensely, almost psychotically, to obtain justification through his own
works-righteousness. But the more he worked, the deeper he sank into a miry pit

of despondency, disillusionment and discouragement.!?



Listen to how Luther tells it:

I had indeed been captivated with an extraordinary ardor for understanding
Paul in the Epistle to the Romans. But...a single word in Chapter 1...stood in my
way. For I hated that word “righteousness of God,” which, according to the use
and custom of all the teachers, I had been taught to understand as that
righteousness...with which God is righteous and punishes the unrighteous
sinner.

Though I lived as a monk without reproach, I felt that I was a sinner before
God...I did not love, yes, I hated the righteous God who punishes sinners...Thus
I raged with a fierce and troubled conscience. Nevertheless, I beat importunately
upon Paul at that place...desiring to know what St. Paul wanted.

At last, by the mercy of God, meditating day and night, I gave heed to the
context of the words, namely, “In it the righteousness of God is revealed, as it
is written, ‘He who through faith is righteous shall live.”” There I began to
understand that the righteousness of God is that by which the righteous lives by
a gift of God, namely by faith...it is the righteousness of God revealed by the
gospel, that is, the passive righteousness with which merciful God justifies us by
faith...Here I felt that I was altogether born again and had entered paradise itself
through open gates...And I extolled my sweetest word with a love as great as the
hatred with which I had before hated the word “righteousness of God.” Thus
that place in Paul was for me truly the gate to paradise.’®

You see Romans has always had a way of attaching itself to important
conversions. Nearly twelve hundred years before Luther, another young man
was also converted through the power of the message of Romans. Today we
know that young man as St. Augustine. And while he is not as admired as much
by Protestants in the pew as he ought to be, he was almost certainly the most
important single figure in the first thousand years of the church; he was the man
for whom Luther’s order of monks was named. Luther, you see, was an

Augustinian monk.

E.F. Bruce writes this concerning his conversion:



In the summer of AD 386 Aurelius Augustinus, native of Tagaste in North
Africa, and now for two years Professor of Rhetoric at Milan, sat weeping in the
garden of his friend Alypius, almost persuaded to begin a new life, yet lacking
the final resolution to break with the old. As he sat, he heard a child singing in a
neighboring house, Tolle, lege! Tolle, lege! ("Take up and read! take up and read!’).
Taking up the scroll, which lay at his friend’s side, he let his eyes rest on the
words: “Not in reveling and drunkenness, not in debauchery and
licentiousness, not in quarrelling and jealousy. But put ye on the Lord Jesus
Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.” (Rom. xiii.
13b-14). “No further would I read,” he tells us, “nor had I any need; instantly,
at the end of this sentence, a clear light flooded my heart and all the darkness
of doubt vanished away.” What the Church and the world owe to this influx of
light which illuminated Augustine’s mind as he read these words of Paul is
something beyond our power to compute.'

But Martin Luther and St. Augustine were not the only sinners converted
through the message of Romans. There were other conversions. One such
convert was a poor itinerant pot and pan mender named John Bunyan. Bunyan
was turned from a life of sin and dissolution and went on to become one of the
great preachers and writers of his day. In fact, his book Pilgrim’s Progress is the
best selling book of all times next to the Bible. Listen to how he described the role

of Romans in his conversion:

At the apprehensions of these things my sickness was doubled upon me...I was
sick in my inward man, my soul was clogged with guilt ...but as I was walking
up and down my house as a man in a most woeful state, that word of God took
hold of my heart: “Ye are justified freely by his grace, through the redemption
that is in Christ Jesus.” (Romans 3:24) But oh, what a turn it made upon me.
Now was I as one awakened out of some troublesome sleep and dream; and
listening to this heavenly sentence, I was as if I had heard it thus spoken to me:
“Sinner, thou thinkest that because of thy sins and infirmities I cannot save
thy soul; but behold, my Son is by me, and upon him I look, and not on thee,
and shall deal with thee according as I am pleased with him.” At this I was
greatly enlightened in my mind, and made to understand that God could justify



a sinner at any time; it was but his looking upon Christ, and imputing his
benefits to us, and the work was forth-with done.!®
Fifty years after the death of John Bunyan, John Wesley was converted while just

listening to Luther’s Preface to Romans being read.

“In the evening,” he says, “I went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate
street, where one was reading Luther’s Preface to the Epistle to the Romans.
About a quarter before nine, while he was describing the change, which God
works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt my heart strangely warmed. I
felt I did trust in Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given me,
that he had taken away my sins, even mine, and saved me from the law of sin
and death.”!

Now you know when you read stories about wonderful conversions like that
you can’t help but wonder if those kinds of conversions are lacking today
because we are infatuated with the wrong stuff. It makes you wonder if the great
conversions are lacking because there is a lack of clarity concerning sin and the
gospel. It makes you wonder, “If God has used the Book of Romans and all that
it contains so many times in the past to bring about salvation and revival...if
so many of the great heroes of the faith were converted by reading, teaching or
just talking about Romans...if Augustine, Luther, Tyndale, Calvin, Bunyan
and even Wesley agree together that the message of Romans contains the
central expression of the Gospel of God, oughtn’t we to at least strive to know
what its message is? Oughtn’t we to do that even though most of the church

today is shouting, ‘Romans, away with Romans...away with doctrine...give us

relevance, relevance, relevance!””

I think F.F. Bruce gives some real insight here. He writes:



There is no telling what may happen when people begin to study the Epistle to
the Romans. What happened to Augustine, Luther, Wesley and Barth launched
great spiritual movements which have left their mark in world history. But
similar things have happened, much more frequently, to very ordinary people as
the words of this Epistle came home to them with power. So, let those who
have read thus far be prepared for the consequences of reading further: You have
been warned!"

You see Romans is God’s book to restore what He thinks to be relevant to a place
of actual relevance in the church. He has been pleased to use Romans to change
lives and transform individuals. It’s interesting I think when you study this book
in history because you can see that God has often used it to address the church
whenever it was sick at heart. He has used it whenever the church has begun to
move away from the gospel or from its practice of the gospel in its life, whenever
the church’s vitality has dried up and blown away, whenever the church has
become too secular. You can actually see God’s hand working throughout
history, bringing the book of Romans to someone’s attention, emblazoning it on
their hearts and then using it to stir His people and draw them back to the truth
of the gospel. You can actually see God doing that right at those moments the

gospel has been most obscured by the clouds of the culture. He uses it to bring

His people to revival and to reformation in their life and practice.

Now this letter, this Epistle the Romans, is the book that needs to be studied
today because we are right there in the same place. Today there is an all-
encompassing muddle-headedness in the church at large related to the church
and its mission. We need in our time clarity of thought and vision. We need to be
drawn back to the gospel, to come to a truer, fuller understanding of what the

gospel really is and then to see that vision work itself out in our life and practice.



Now when I say “we” I mean both the church at large and our church
specifically. This morning is a wonderful day for us. Two or three years of labor
will culminate this morning as we finally turn our first spade of dirt for a new
building and I for one am very happy about that. In fact, I am ecstatic but that is
only important as we continue to faithfully proclaim the gospel and placard
Christ and Him crucified. That is one of the reasons that I am grateful that our
building program and this exposition of Romans have converged into a single
time span. On the one hand, we will be seeing a building go up to ease the
burden of ministry; on the other hand, we will be reminded every week of what
it is that really drives us along. And that is what the Apostle Paul does in the first
eleven chapters of this book. He roots us into the gospel, into what the gospel is
theologically and doctrinally. He refines it, makes it clear, systematizes it and
puts it before us in a way that is spectacular. Then in chapter twelve to the end of
the book he applies that gospel to our lives showing us how we ought to live.
That’s what he does and almost everyone that loves the Bible agrees that it is the

highpoint, the Everest of God’s revelation to a fallen world.*®

Now in the time we have left let me give you a bit of background to Paul’s
Epistle to the Romans. I don’t want to take a lot of time to do this but let just say
a few words about it. We believe and have good reason to believe that the
Apostle Paul wrote this book. We are conservative evangelicals here and we
believe the Bible when it says Paul wrote this book or went to this place and did
this or that. We just believe it. Now what is strange is that while many liberal
scholars do not always agree that the Bible speaks truthfully concerning issues of
authorship and the like, almost no one questions Paul’s authorship of Romans. In
fact, even the most liberal scholars agree that if any of books in the New

Testament were actually written by Paul, it would be Romans.



More than likely, Paul wrote Romans from the city of Corinth. There are some
internal hints in the text that that is true and we’ll talk about some of those things
as we go through the book."” But more than likely, Paul wrote the Epistle to the
Romans from Corinth sometime near the end of his third missionary journey (56-
57 AD).2 Now what is strange about the Paul’s Epistle to the Romans is that he
wrote it to a church he didn’t really know and that he had never visited. Did you

realize that? You can tell that in Romans 1:8.

NIV Romans 1:8...First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you,
because your faith is being reported all over the world. ° God, whom I serve
with my whole heart in preaching the gospel of his Son, is my witness how
constantly I remember you '°in my prayers at all times; and I pray that now at
last by God's will the way may be opened for me to come to you...”* I do not
want you to be unaware, brothers, that I planned many times to come to you (but
have been prevented from doing so until now) in order that I might have a
harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles.

That raises the obvious question, “Why would Paul write such a letter, such a
long, complex letter to a church he had never even visited?”* Now, historically
most scholars have answered that question along the same lines as Philip

Melanchthon.

In the Epistle to the Romans, when he drew up a compendium of Christian
doctrine, did Paul the author philosophize about the mysteries of the Trinity, the
mode of the Incarnation or about “creation active and passive?” On the contrary,
what does Paul do? He reasons most certainly about the Law, Sin, and Grace.
Topics, I say, on which alone the knowledge of Christ depends.?

Do you get that? Melanchthon is saying it is a compendium or summary of

doctrine. That was Melanchthon’s way of saying that Paul wrote Romans as a



Systematic Theology unfolding the doctrine of salvation. That is the same
approach taken by Machen, Shedd and others.?® Now, let me say before I
disagree with them that I am not worthy to unlatch the sandals of either Philip
Melanchthon, J. Gresham Machen or W.G.T. Shedd. The extent of their
contribution to our holy Christian faith and the depth of their individual,
personal piety leaves me breathless and dumbstruck. Nevertheless, I think they
were wrong, not terribly wrong but still wrong. You see Romans is not a book of
systematic theology; to be sure it contains the most glorious systematic
expression of salvation the world will ever know but in the end it’s a letter and it
is important to remember that letters generally do three things: (1) convey

information, (2) make requests or (3) promote personal relationships.?

You see Paul had just finished or was about to finish a collection among the
Gentiles to help the suffering saints at Jerusalem. He was planning to take that
collection to Jerusalem and then turn around and head west to Rome on his way

to Spain. Look at Romans 15:25 with me.

NIVRomans 15:25...Now, however, I am on my way to Jerusalem in the service of
the saints there. 2 For Macedonia and Achaia were pleased to make a
contribution for the poor among the saints in Jerusalem. ¥ They were pleased to
do it, and indeed they owe it to them. For if the Gentiles have shared in the Jews'
spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with them their material
blessings. 2 So after I have completed this task and have made sure that they
have received this fruit, I will go to Spain and visit you on the way.

I think that is the key to understanding Paul’s purpose for the Epistle to the
Romans. You see Paul wasn’t sure what lay ahead for him at Jerusalem. Of

course, we know the rest of the story but he didn’t. He didn’t know if he was



going to be imprisoned, killed or rescued so he enjoined the Romans to pray for

him, to pray that he might be able to eventually come to them.

NIVRomans 15:31...Pray that I may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea and
that my service in Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints there, **so that by
God's will  may come to you with joy and together with you be refreshed.

Now most of the Romans didn’t know Paul. He had never been to Rome and
part of Paul’s purpose was surely to introduce himself to the Christians there.
Now one of the wonderful things about Paul was that when he introduced
himself he didn’t do so by giving them a personal biography but rather by

proclaiming the gospel, the message that really defined who he was.

Do you get that?

I think that is so wonderful. I have often shared with my missionary friends what
a novel thing it would be to have a missionary just come in and say, “You know
where I am going is not really as important as what I have to say (you can look
up all the fact about where I am going on the internet)...anyway I thought you
might like to hear the gospel that I am going to proclaim when I get to

wherever it is that I am going.”



You see that’s what Paul does. He says, “Look I am writing to you as an apostle
set apart for the gospel; it’s a gospel I am not ashamed of because it is the
power of God to save everyone who believes. You see it is God’s gospel and in
the He has revealed His righteous provision to justify sinners, both Jew and
Gentile, by faith in Christ. That’s what I want to preach to you and I want to

do that in order to build you up.”

Paul then takes eleven chapters to explain what that gospel is, what it
accomplishes and how things like the law, the Spirit and even God’s dealings
with Israel are to be understood in light of the gospel. After that, Paul takes three
chapters to instruct the Romans about how the gospel ought to shape the way
they live. Finally he concludes the book with a whole host of personal greetings
and by laying out his future plans implying that they can help him along the way

to Spain if God wills and if they approve of the gospel he preaches.

So over the next six months, we are going to try to push back the clouds
concerning Paul’s letter to the Romans to get a good, clear view of what's there.
We are going to try to understand something of the glorious righteousness God
has provided in Christ’s justifying work. We are going to that with the hope that
focusing on the gospel will renew our hearts and our love for Christ. We may
make it to chapter eight. We may make it to chapter nine or even to chapter
eleven. I can’t imagine getting much further than that and even if we don’t that
will be all right. The view from two-thirds up Everest is almost as good as the

view from the top.
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