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Romans 1:7–15 To all those in Rome who are loved by God and called to be 
saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  
 
8First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is 
proclaimed in all the world. 9For God is my witness, whom I serve with my spirit 
in the gospel of his Son, that without ceasing I mention you 10always in my 
prayers, asking that somehow by God’s will I may now at last succeed in coming 
to you. 11For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to 
strengthen you— 12that is, that we may be mutually encouraged by each other’s 
faith, both yours and mine. 
 
13I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that I have often intended to come to 
you (but thus far have been prevented), in order that I may reap some harvest 
among you as well as among the rest of the Gentiles. 14I am under obligation both 
to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish. 15So I am eager to 
preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.  
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Those Who are Loved and Called 
Romans 1:7-15 

 
Many pastors, myself included, have occasional doubts about what we’re doing. For 

me this usually takes the form of wondering if I’ve made any difference. I’ve 
been preaching and ministering for thirty years, twenty-nine at this church, 
and I look at everything we’ve done and sometimes I’m blind to the positive 
value. Don’t get me wrong, there are days when I do see value. But even on 
those days I’m aware that nothing I’ve done has been really extraordinary. 
God hasn’t used my preaching, our ministries, or my life, radically change 
very many lives that I know about. Again, don’t get me wrong: I know there 
has been some impact on people. I treasure those stories when I hear them. 
But at best this seems like the minimum result of ordinary faithfulness in 
ministry, not something notable. I’ve had, at best, an ordinary Christian life. 

I know there have been people at the other extreme. Extraordinary. People who have 
been used by God to catalyze remarkable changes in individuals, in the church 
and even in the world. Billy Graham is probably the most recent example. But 
also, Charles Wesley, Martin Luther, Augustine of Hippo, and no few others. 
In New Testament times all the Apostles of Jesus were faithful, all were used 
by him, but Peter and John and the Apostle Paul stand out as extraordinary. 

I mean, think of Paul’s life. As we saw last week, he was responsible for starting 
churches across the Roman world. He saw extraordinary miracles like healing 
and raising the dead. He saw hundreds, thousands, who knows how many 
come to faith. Here’s the summary of his work at Ephesus, Acts 19 “And he 
entered the synagogue and for three months spoke boldly, reasoning and 
persuading them about the kingdom of God. 9But when some became stubborn 
and continued in unbelief, speaking evil of the Way before the congregation, 
he withdrew from them and took the disciples with him, reasoning daily in the 
hall of Tyrannus. 10This continued for two years, so that all the residents of 
Asia heard the word of the Lord, both Jews and Greeks.” Extraordinary 
ministry. Also, extraordinary suffering. 2nd Corinthians 11: “Five times I 
received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. 25Three times I was 
beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night 
and a day I was adrift at sea; 26on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, 
danger from robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, 
danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false 
brothers; 27in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and 
thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. 28And, apart from other 
things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches.”  
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Given all this one would expect Paul to make a strong call for believers to live 

extraordinary lives, radical sold-out Christian lives as I’ve often said. “Daring 
great things for God and expecting great things from God,” as missionary 
pioneer William Carey said. But that’s not what we see, at least at the opening 
of the letter to the Romans. Paul neither exalts himself nor disparages the 
believers at Rome, but reveals his heart for ministry and tells them they are 
called by the same God and presumes they will in their own circumstances 
have the same priorities in their lives. This is the message of Romans 1:7-15 
- As those loved and called by God, we too, like Paul, can live out our calling. 

 Let’s read the text. In verse 7 we will see that as ordinary Christians we can know 
who we are in Christ. In verses 8-12 Paul models how we can pray for and 
encourage one another. In verses 13-15 he models a heart for sharing the 
Gospel. As those loved and called by God, we too, like Paul can live out our 
calling. Romans 1:7-15 To all those in Rome who are loved by God and called 
to be saints: Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 8First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because 
your faith is proclaimed in all the world. 9For God is my witness, whom I 
serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without ceasing I mention 
you 10always in my prayers, asking that somehow by God’s will I may now at 
last succeed in coming to you. 11For I long to see you, that I may impart to 
you some spiritual gift to strengthen you— 12that is, that we may be mutually 
encouraged by each other’s faith, both yours and mine. 13I do not want you to 
be unaware, brothers, that I have often intended to come to you (but thus far 
have been prevented), in order that I may reap some harvest among you as 
well as among the rest of the Gentiles. 14I am under obligation both to Greeks 
and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish. 15So I am eager to 
preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.  

Last week we saw the first half of Paul’s formal greeting. The letter was from Paul, 
who was called to preach the Gospel concerning Christ Jesus the Lord. Jesus, 
fully human, fully Divine, and gloriously resurrected is the center of the 
gospel. Now Paul moves on the to the second half of the formal opening: “To 
all those in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints.” Ah Roma. 
You all know that Rome was the capital city of Roman Empire, which by 57 
AD had reached nearly its greatest size. Beginning in 27 BC Rome had been 
ruled by the Caesars, and by 57 AD the cult of the emperor, which made him 
a god, was growing in influence. The current god-Caesar was Nero, a poor 
representative of the Caesar’s, ruthless and mentally ill. But the worst of his 
travesties, including the burning of Rome, had not yet happened by 57 AD 
when Paul wrote. What about the church at Rome? It was a big city, there 
were probably several house churches by that time.  
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The first Roman Christians came to faith in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost. They 

had come to the city for the feast and returned to Rome as believers. Acts 2:10 
says that the crowd included both Jews from Rome and converts to Judaism. 
It seems clear from the letter that the church in Rome had grown beyond its 
Jewish roots to include no small number of Gentiles. Part of Paul’s purpose is 
to address issues that had arisen between the Jewish and Gentile believers. 

Paul greets “all those in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints.” This 
verse states three truths that we share with Paul and with all other believers. 
First, we are loved by God. The Greek word is “agapetos.” We are those loved 
with an agape love: selfless, self-sacrificing, love given not for merit but as a 
free gift. You and I are treasured possessions as my wife says. R. Kent Hughes 
says that he likes to recount “how much I am loved” by thinking of John 3:16 
“For God, the greatest Lover; so loved, the greatest degree; the world, the 
greatest expanse; that he gave, the greatest act; His only begotten Son, the 
greatest gift; that whosoever, the greatest opportunity; believes, the greatest 
simplicity; in him, the greatest object; should not perish, the greatest promise; 
but, the greatest difference; have, the greatest certainty; everlasting life, the 
greatest possession. Hughes says “Fellow believers, we are loved by God! We 
need to get used to this, but we should never get over it.” 

Second, we are called. The central idea in “called” is that God takes the initiative. 
Paul uses the same word to describe God’s initiative in calling the believers 
in Rome as he does God’s initiative in calling him to be an Apostle. Jesus says 
in John 6:44 that “No one can come to me unless the Father who sent me 
draws him. And I will raise him up on the last day.” The emphasis is on God’s 
sovereign choice to save sinners. But in John 6:40, just three verses earlier, 
the emphasis is on the human choice of looking to God in faith. “For this is 
the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the Son and believes in him 
should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day.” These verses 
aren’t contradictory but compatible. God is sovereign and chooses to save. 
People are responsible and must choose to look on the Son and believe in him. 
As we study Romans we will have opportunity to further discuss this 
important issue of Divine Sovereignty and Human Responsibility. 

Finally, third, we are called “to be saints.” This Greek word means “holy ones.” Paul 
calls believers “saints” thirty-eight times in his letters. His usage doesn’t refer 
to people who have achieved perfect holiness of life, but those who have been 
granted the state of holiness by faith in Jesus Christ. Even today, though, our 
usage of “saint” is influenced by the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches. 
There it’s used for a departed believer who has been recognized as having 
lived a heroically virtuous life, offered their life for others, or been martyred. 
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That’s not Paul. He uses it for us, for living believers beloved of God, called of God, 

given the gift of righteousness and living their Christian lives in community 
with others. Saints is always plural in the New Testament. 

This is the foundation. We are beloved by God, as evidenced by his giving of His 
Son for us. We are called by God to be his saints, those who have received 
holiness from the Son. You and I and Paul are alike in this. We’re just as loved 
and just as called as he was, and therefore we have just as much opportunity 
to live out our calling. Our specific callings, giftings and opportunities may 
not be as extraordinary as his, but we can be faithful in the ordinary of our 
own lives, our work, our ministries, our families and our communities. 

In verses 8 to 12 Paul gives thanks, prays that he might come to see the Romans, and 
explicitly includes them in the ministry of encouragement. Verse 8: “First, I 
thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith is 
proclaimed in all the world.” Paul’s prayers are almost always for people, and 
he is often thankful for the way their faith is testifying to the work of Jesus. 
To give one other example, Colossians 1 “We always thank God, the Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 4since we heard of your faith 
in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the saints.” The faith of 
others is what fires Paul’s jets. Notice too that Paul gives thanks to “my God, 
through Jesus Christ.” Paul’s thanksgivings grow out of his own personal 
relationship with God through Jesus. Douglas Moo says “Christ is the one 
who has created the access to God that allows such thanks to be offered.” 

Paul’s petitions follow his thanksgiving. Verse 9 “For God is my witness, whom I 
serve with my spirit in the gospel of his Son, that without ceasing I mention 
you 10always in my prayers, asking that somehow by God’s will I may now at 
last succeed in coming to you.” Though this was a church Paul hadn’t planted 
and people he didn’t know, he prayed for them often and repeatedly, always 
and without ceasing. This is what Paul does: gives thanks for people and prays 
for people. To continue the example from Colossians, in chapter 1 verse 9 he 
says “And so, from the day we heard, we have not ceased to pray for you, 
asking that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual 
wisdom and understanding, 10so as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, 
fully pleasing to him: bearing fruit in every good work and increasing in the 
knowledge of God.” One of the ways we can live out our calling is to pray for 
people, with thanksgiving and petition. Gail and I started going this week to 
the small group in Clear Lake, at the Mohn’s house, and it was just so good 
to hear the prayer requests and to be able to pray for those people and family 
members and others in the body.  We do have a prayer chain, and that’s good, 
but meeting face to face with people and praying with them is better. 
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Notice something else. We saw last week that Jesus is at the center of the Gospel. 

We also saw that Paul was a servant of Christ Jesus. Now Paul prays for the 
chance to serve God by personal ministry to the Roman believers. As Moo 
says “The ‘witness formula’ that introduces the verse is used by Paul when he 
wants to affirm the truth of what he is saying. It seems Paul is eager that the 
Romans know of his heartfelt concern and desire to see them. Perhaps there 
were some in the church who felt slighted that the ‘Apostle to the Gentiles’ 
had not yet visited the capital of the Gentile world. Paul assures them he has 
been asking God diligently, repeatedly for the opportunity to come to them.” 

Why did he want to come to them? So he could minister to them and be ministered 
to by them. Paul is living an extraordinary apostolic life. The Roman believers 
were probably living ordinary Christian lives. But Paul still longs to know 
them partly so they can encourage him. Verses 11 and 12: “For I long to see 
you, that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to strengthen you—12that is, 
that we may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith, both yours and 
mine.” Paul, with his extraordinary apostolic ministry, wants to go to Rome 
so he can bless the believers face to face. He wants to impart to them some 
spiritual gift. Most commentators don’t think he’s talking about some gift of 
the Spirit that they lack. In fact, he never uses the word ‘spiritual’ about those 
gifts but instead refers to the Holy Spirit as the giver. Here he’s talking about 
learning what may be weak in their spiritual lives, then strengthening them.  

As soon as Paul says that he partially revises it, and to me this is the core of the 
passage. “No, it’s not just me giving, it’s that we may be mutually encouraged 
by each other’s faith.” Ordinary saints, living out their faith will be encourage 
the extraordinary saint living out his faith. Moo says that verse 12 “‘corrects’ 
what has just been said. . . . It is not that Paul wants to withdraw this statement 
but that he wants to expand it by recognizing the mutual gain that will accrue 
from his visit This mutual encouragement will be accomplished through faith, 
“both yours and mine.” This suggests both commonality, Paul and the Romans 
share the same faith; and distinction, the faith they share brings with it 
different perspectives and gifts, which, when shared, bring mutual edification.  

Paul’s wish that his visit would spiritually encourage him as well as the Roman 
Christians is no mere literary convention or “pious fraud” (as Erasmus called 
it) but is sincerely meant. He returns to it at the end of the letter. R. Kent 
Hughes explains it this way: “Paul knew that very few things will strengthen 
an older believer’s faith more than the vibrant faith of a new believer. On the 
flipside, there is little that will benefit a new believer more than exposure to 
the mature faith of a more experienced brother or sister in Christ.” Mutual 
edification. Mutual encouragement. This is the task of ordinary Christians. 
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This is why there are 75 “one another” commands in the New Testament. We are 

supposed to be in community with one another, encouraging one another and 
building each other up. We may be ordinary Christians with nothing record-
breaking or earth-shattering to commend our faith. We haven’t built great 
churches or converted whole nations, we’ve only affected our community a 
little, and even in our families we haven’t been seen Jesus impact everyone. 
But we have encouraged a few people, helped a few people, clarified a few 
things. We’ve been used in a few lives and they in ours. That’s the mutual 
encouragement God wants to give as the fruit of ordinary Christian lives. 

But third, and finally as those called and loved by God he wants us to live out our 
calling by seeking to share our faith. This was certainly a key motivation for 
Paul. Verse 13 “I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that I have often 
intended to come to you (but thus far have been prevented), in order that I may 
reap some harvest among you as well as among the rest of the Gentiles.” With 
a solemn formula, “I do not wish you to be unaware, brothers,” Paul reaffirms 
his concern for the Roman Christians and his desire to minister with them. 
Not only has he longed to see them, verse 11, and prayed that he might be able 
to make the trip, verse 10, but he has often made specific plans to go there. So 
far these plans have been hindered, probably by the demands on Paul of his 
ministry in the eastern Mediterranean. But he’s still planning and praying. 

Notice that here for the first time he addresses the Roman Christians as brothers.  
Some of our translations say “brothers and sisters” at this point, and while not 
literal, this expansion, as Moo says, “appropriately brings out the intended 
breadth” of the Greek word, adelphos. This word is Paul’s favorite label for 
fellow believers, used 127 times in his letters. By it Paul “both assumes and 
promotes the relationship between himself and his addressees, and among the 
addressees themselves, as one between equal siblings, who share a sense of 
affection, mutual responsibility, and solidarity.” Paul’s has an extraordinary  
ministry, but he sees himself as brother to the ordinary brothers and sisters in 
Rome. In the same way among us there should be equal community. 

Paul then amplifies his purpose in coming to the Romans, which he had already 
expressed in verse 11. “that I may reap some harvest among you.” No doubt 
this harvest will include both an increase in the number of Christians through 
evangelization “among” the Romans and a strengthening of the faith of the 
Roman Christians themselves.  By adding the phrase “as among the rest of the 
Gentiles,” Paul makes it clear he views the Roman Christians as belonging to 
a “Gentile” church. He is “under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, 
both to the wise and to the foolish.” “Under obligation” is a phrase that 
literally means “I owe a debt.” He’s compulsive.  
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Like a man who will not rest until every cent of a loan is paid, Paul will not rest until 

God’s gospel is offered to all Gentiles. He uses two phrases to describe the 
entire Gentile population. When he says, “Greeks and barbarians” he means 
those under Greco-Roman culture and those outside it—everyone! “Wise and 
foolish” means those who have intelligence and insight, but also those who 
do not—everyone!  R. Kent Hughes has a great comment. “His debt is to God, 
but the payment is to men. The great missionary to China, Hudson Taylor, 
realized this. When it was suggested that he had given his life to the Orient 
because he loved the Chinese, he answered thoughtfully, “No, not because I 
loved the Chinese, but because I loved God.” What a freshness would come 
to our motivation if we saw ourselves as great debtors to our neighbors, our 
community, our city—to the poor as well as the rich. This kind of 
indebtedness might even make us run the risk of appearing a fool by telling a 
deluded sinner we will pray for him.” 

Verse 15: “So I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome.” The 
way this is worded, it feels like Paul has put his foot in his mouth. “I’m under 
obligation to the foolish. That’s why I’m so eager to preach to you Romans.” 
I don’t think that’s what Paul meant. Rather, Paul’s desire is to preach the 
Good News about Jesus to all those in Rome. He’s probably confident that 
most of them are believers, but this letter will show that he thinks there are 
some among them who might be fooling themselves as to their need for the 
Gospel. Moreover, he’s sure that he will find an audience among the 
thousands in Rome who had never yet heard the Good News. Finally, Paul’s 
idea of the Gospel is not limited to just the bare bones of evangelism. He wants 
to encourage the believers in Rome with the depth, the nuance, the scope of 
their salvation and with the fullest implications of what this means for daily 
Christian living. His letter, long as it is, serves as a sketch of that material. 

So, this extraordinary apostle, is compelled to share the Gospel as widely as he can. 
He’s also compelled to share mutual encouragement with the believers in 
Rome, who, like him, have been loved by God and called to be saints. What 
I’d like us to realize today is that we too have been loved by God and called 
to be saints: to pursue holiness, sure, but also to pray for one another and to 
mutually encourage one another, while at the same time eager to share good 
news in all its dimensions with everyone in our own Rome. This eagerness is 
not reserved for super-saints. It’s for all of us, and the blessings that come as 
we pray, encourage and minister are real and worthwhile. I have to tell myself 
that what I’ve tried to do, however imperfectly, over the years has made a 
difference for a few folks. I suspect you need to be encouraged that your 
ordinary Christian life has made a difference. It has and it does.  
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If Paul could be mutually encouraged by the Romans, then anyone in this room, 

anyone in your circle of friends, anyone in your neighborhood can be 
encouraged by your little acts of kindness, of faith, of gospel sharing and of 
Scripture sharing. You are loved by God and called by God and given the 
privilege to live out that calling, no less than Paul did. 

Last year Gail and I watched a movie called “A Hidden Life,” produced and directed 
by Terrance Malick. I’ve talked about it once already. It’s based on the true 
story of an Austrian farmer named Franz Jägerstätter. The cinematography, 
full of the beauty of a rural setting and a simple life shows that Franz and his 
wife and daughters live a satisfying life. But it’s doomed. Franz is called up 
for basic training in the German army and is away from his beloved wife and 
children. But when France surrenders and it seems the war might end soon, 
he is sent back, as were many farmers in the quieter months of the war. 

Soon, however, Franz and the other able-bodied men in the village are called up to 
fight. Their first requirement is to swear an oath of allegiance to Adolf Hitler 
and the Third Reich. And Franz can’t do it. His faith won’t let him. Despite 
pressure from the mayor and his neighbors, who increasingly ostracize him 
and his family, he refuses. The movie teases out the different kinds of pressure 
applied to Franz and his wife as he humbly tries to stick to this refusal. Even 
priests and bishops stand against him. He’s told that his stand will make no 
difference to the outcome of the war, that he is being cruel to leave his wife a 
widow and his children orphans. Finally, after months of brutal incarceration, 
he is tried, found guilty and sentenced to death. Given many last chances to 
sign the oath, he refuses and is executed by the Third Reich on August 9, 1943.  

The title of the film comes from George Elliot’s novel Middlemarch, and the quote 
from the book stays on the screen after everything else goes dark. To me it 
says well what we as Christians can hope for if we live the life we’ve been 
called to, however ordinary. The closing screen says “..for the growing good 
of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; and that things are not so 
ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number who 
lived faithfully a hidden life, and rest in unvisited tombs.” 

Amen. May it be so with us. 


