
The Power of God 
Romans 1:16-17 

 
Series: Romans 2022: Righteousness from God – Yay!  
Preaching Date: January 16, 2022 
Worship: Salvation 
Key Sentence: Salvation is righteousness from God received by faith 
Outline: 
I. The Gospel is God’s powerful salvation plan (Romans 1:16) 
II. The Gospel is righteousness from God through faith (Romans 1:17) 
 
Romans 1:16–17 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God 
for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17For 
in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith for faith, as it is written, “The 
righteous shall live by faith.”  
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The Power of God 
Romans 1:16-17 

 
Martin Luther was a devoted Augustinian friar, and professor of Scriptural studies 

in Wittenberg, Germany. But his Scriptural studies led him to question some 
practices of the Catholic Church. One of the worst was the sale of indulgences. 
These were written decrees from the Church that were supposed to reduce a 
person’s time in penance or purgatory. In 1516, Johann Tetzel, a Dominican 
friar, went to Germany to sell indulgences to rebuild St. Peter's Basilica in 
Rome. Luther recoiled from a saying attributed to Tetzel that ‘as soon as the 
coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs.’ On October 31, 1517 
Luther mailed his 95 Theses to his bishop, or perhaps nailed them to the 
church door in Wittenberg. These 95 statements invited debate about the sale 
of indulgences and other practices. Luther claimed that buying indulgences 
had no impact on whether or not people would go to heaven. And in statement 
86 he asks: "Why does the pope, whose wealth today is greater than the wealth 
of the richest Crassus, build the basilica of St. Peter with the money of poor 
believers rather than with his own money?" In addition to indulgences, the 95 
Theses pointed out other problems, including priests not being educated and 
some of the higher leaders in the Church being corrupt. Luther stated that the 
Pope himself had too much power over the Church and politics. 

As one would expect this kind of criticism did not sit well with the Roman Catholic 
church and ultimately with the Pope. Nor did it endear Luther to many of the 
kings and princes of Germany. Yet the indulgence issue itself was not the 
main thing going on in Luther’s life. Luther had long felt weighed down by 
his own sin, incapable of finding escape from it. Then he began to teach the 
book of Romans at the university, and in doing so had to wrestle with the 
Bible’s teaching on God’s wrath and man’s righteousness. He understood, as 
any good Augustinian monk from the Middle Ages would have, that the 
“righteousness of God” was the righteousness, which God demanded, not the 
righteousness God gave. It tormented him. How could he meet the standard 
of righteousness that God required? Then Luther had his breakthrough.  

Listen to his explanation: “I had 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 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 I was a sinner before 
God. I did not love, yes, I hated the righteous God who punishes sinners. 
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Thus I raged with a fierce and troubled conscience. Nonetheless I beat importunately 

upon Paul at that place…desiring to know what St. Paul wanted. At last, by 
the mercy of God 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 righteousness 
with which merciful God justifies us by faith.” Luther came to see that the 
“righteousness of God” was the righteousness of Christ, imputed to believers. 

The verses Luther wrestled with are the verses before  us today, Romans 1:16-17. 
Just two verses, but as seen in Luther’s account, verses of monumental import 
and power, for they show that salvation is righteousness from God received 
by faith. They show that the Gospel is God’s powerful and only salvation plan. 
They show that the Gospel reveals a righteousness that is from God as a gift, 
through faith. Romans 1:16-17 For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is 
the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and 
also to the Greek. 17For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith 
for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.” 

These two verses are not without in context in Romans. They fit what we studied 
last week, and they prepare us for hammer that will fall next week. In fact, 
one of my favorite commentators, R. Kent Hughes, includes these verses with 
last week’s text. He says that Paul gives three motivations for his desire to go 
to Rome. In verses 11-12, Paul’s first motivation was mutual encouragement. 
In verses 13 -15 the second motivation was sense of obligation to bring the 
Gospel to the Gentiles. We talked about the compulsion Paul had, which we 
all should have, to share the Good News. Hughes calls today’s verses the third 
motivation, Paul’s confidence in the power of the gospel. This confidence is 
a massive theme of the book of Romans:  these two verses are a summary of 
the entire argument of the book, and thus the very heart of Paul’s motivation. 

Look how he begins: “I am not ashamed of the Gospel.” He has already said that he 
is set apart for the gospel of God, the gospel concerning Jesus Christ, and that 
he is eager to preach the Gospel in Rome as well as the rest of the Gentile 
world. Why then might he be ashamed of the Gospel? Because the Gospel was 
shameful? The cross was shameful, the most unspeakable and lowest kind of 
death. You don’t make a hero and you certainly can’t make a savior out of 
someone who has been crucified. A Gospel based on a crucifixion is 
foolishness to the Gentiles, to the Romans. In 1st Corinthians Paul says it 
clearly “For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, 23but we preach 
Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles.”  
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The foolishness of the cross would make some embarrassment about the gospel 

natural, particularly in the capital of the Gentile world. Another reason Paul 
might assert he is not ashamed is the reality that some in Rome, particularly 
Jewish believers, might view Paul’s gospel with some suspicion. As “apostle 
to the Gentiles,” Paul had a key role in bringing Gentiles into the kingdom 
apart from the law. His impassioned defense of the law-free gospel often met 
resistance. In this letter he addresses possible resistance in the Roman church. 

So Paul says “I’m not ashamed of the Gospel, I’ve every confidence in the Gospel,” 
and this is a point of application. Are we ashamed of the Gospel? Our culture 
tells us to be ashamed of the Gospel. It tells us that Christianity has been the 
source of much evil and that the Scriptures, like Romans, that lay out the case 
for the Gospel are cruel on the one hand and outdated and wrong on the other. 
So do we soft-pedal the gospel, especially by leaving out the hard truths about 
sin and judgment? I think many people and churches do, and even those of us 
who cannot conceive of a Gospel without a recognition of sin act ashamed by 
falling into embarrassed silence rather than speaking the whole Gospel and 
trusting God’s spirit to make it Good News. We would do well to examine 
ourselves and our behavior: “Am I, in practice, ashamed of the Gospel?” 

Paul is not ashamed. Why? Because the Gospel is the power of God for salvation. 
Paul is about to lay out the hard truth of the human condition, lost without 
hope in sin and condemnation. So extreme is the plight of every man and 
woman descended from Adam that no human power can rescue us. But God 
is powerful to save. Even the worst of human sin and rebellion is not stronger 
than the power of the Gospel to rescue. The gospel is about Jesus, who is fully 
fully God and fully man, powerful to defeat both sin and death on the cross. 
Romans 1:4 told us that Jesus was declared to be the Son-of-God-in-power  
according to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection. And 1st Corinthians, in 
the same chapter we just quoted tells us that “the word of the cross is folly to 
those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” 

The same God who created all things by his power, who holds all things together by 
the word of his power, who will one day by that power create a new heaven 
and a new earth, has rescued sinners by going before us where we could not 
go and making a way for us in power. This is why I chose icebreakers as the 
visual theme for today. They are incredibly powerful ships that go ahead of 
weaker vessels to break up the ice so that the other ships can complete their 
voyage. Russia has a fleet of nuclear powered icebreakers that are used to 
escort ships across the Northern Sea Route, across the top of the world, from 
Europe to the Bering Strait. Pack ice and sheet ice dominate this route most 
of the year, especially in winter, and powerful icebreakers are required. 
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The most powerful icebreaker in the world is the Arktica class. These ships, over 

500 feet long, weigh over 7 million pounds. They have two nuclear reactors 
providing 350 megawatts of power, which is almost as much as a Nimitz class 
aircraft carrier, a sizable fraction of the power produced by the Hoover dam. 
On an aircraft carrier the power is used for speed, but on an icebreaker it is 
used to thrust the ship onto the ice and break it. The Arktica can break through 
sheet ice ten feet thick continuously at two miles an hour. Just this month the 
Arktica made its first winter crossing of the Northern Sea Route, escorting 
four ships that had gotten stranded in the ice behind a lesser icebreaker. In the 
same way Jesus, the pioneer of our faith, crossed the divide between God and 
man in great power by his incarnation, death and resurrection. 

The gospel of Jesus Christ is the good news of God’s powerful salvation. In the New 
Testament the word salvation is used for all kinds of rescue, including healing 
or calming a storm, but Paul uses it only of spiritual deliverance. He uses both 
as a present reality and a future culmination. Later in Romans he says that it 
is in the hope of the (future) redemption of our bodies that we were (past) 
saved. He will say in chapter 10 “if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is 
Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be 
saved,” present and future. It’s no accident that in our Christian sub-culture 
questions like “are you saved” or “have you been saved?” are considered 
doors to evangelism, though in the larger culture they may not be understood.  

Salvation includes everything: redemption, forgiveness, cleansing, renewal, 
reconciliation, restoration, justification, sanctification, and eternal life. All 
this salvation is only possible because of the power of God in Christ Jesus. 
Further, this salvation is only taken hold of by faith. Verse 16 again “it is the 
power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also 
to the Greek.” “Believe” is a key word in Romans, particularly prominent in 
chapters 3 and 4. The lack of an explicit object after “believe” is also common 
in Romans. It’s not that Paul doesn’t see Jesus as the object of faith, but that 
the language of faith has become so tied to what God has done in Christ that 
the object is not always needed. To “believe,” then, is to put full trust in the 
God who justifies the ungodly by means of the cross and resurrection of 
Christ. Paul’s emphasis is on surrender to God as an act of the will, a choice 
we make. As Moo says “New Testament faith is not primarily agreement with 
a set of doctrines but trust in a person.” Though not said here, a key focus of 
Romans is that faith is in no sense a “work.”  Therefore, Moo says, “although 
we must never go to the extreme of making the person a totally passive 
instrument to whom “believing” just happens, we must also insist that 
believing is not something we do in the sense of “works” but is always a 
response, an accepting of the gift that God holds out to us in his grace.”  
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This salvation by faith is available to the Jew first and also to the Greek or Gentile. 

By this Paul probably means that salvation came to the Jews first, but has now 
been offered to all nations, as promised to Abraham and commanded by Jesus. 
In fact Paul’s own pattern in reaching a city was to go first to the synagogue 
and preach to the Jews  and only after that to preach to the Gentiles.  

Fantastic stuff, isn’t it? And that’s just verse 16. Paul takes it to a whole nother level 
in verse 17: “For in it [the gospel] the righteousness of God is revealed.” As 
much as any other word, righteousness is key in the letter to the Romans. What 
is the righteousness of God? That’s not as easy as you might think. It’s the 
question Luther stumbled over. On a broad level you can think  of it in three 
ways. First, the righteousness of God is an attribute of God in which case the 
word “revealed” is like the opening of a curtain that shows this attribute. God 
is righteous. The Old Testament and the New both testify to this. To give just 
one example, Isaiah 5:16 “But the LORD of hosts is exalted in justice, and the 
Holy God shows himself holy in righteousness.” Righteousness is the outward 
expression of God’s holiness. He is always right and all that he does is right. 

But this understanding, though true, doesn’t make great sense of Romans 1:17 or 
many other verses. The righteousness of God which is the expression of his 
holiness should not bring salvation on sinful humans, but judgment and wrath. 
This was what Luther understood: it was “that righteousness…with which 
God is righteous and punishes the unrighteous sinner.”  But how can salvation 
by faith be an expression of this righteous judge? It doesn’t fully make sense.  

The second way righteousness can be understood in Romans 1:17 is as a status given 
by God. Luther’s personal spiritual struggle ended with his realization that 
God’s righteousness meant not “the righteousness by which he is righteous in 
himself but the righteousness by which we are made righteous by God.” On 
this view, Paul is asserting that the gospel reveals “the righteous status that is 
from God.” And this is certainly a big part of what Paul means. He says in 
Philippians that he gains Christ and is found in him “not having a 
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through 
faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.” 

Third, “righteousness of God” might denote an activity of God. The English word 
“righteousness” denotes an abstract quality, but some argue that the equivalent 
Greek term is broader, including the dynamic sense of “establishing right.” 
There are many places in the Psalms and Isaiah where God’s “righteousness” 
refers to his saving intervention on behalf of his people. In this case, “God’s 
righteousness” would be generally equivalent to his “saving action.” God’s 
righteous acts to provide salvation often go hand in hand in Scripture. 
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Take for example Psalm 98:1-3 “Sing to the LORD a new song, for he has done 

marvelous things; his right hand and his holy arm have worked salvation for 
him. 2The LORD has made his salvation known and revealed his righteousness 
to the nations. 3He has remembered his love and his faithfulness to Israel; all 
the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God.”  

How do we put this together? Certainly, we wouldn’t want to eliminate any of these 
understandings. All of them are grounded in Scripture. But if, as Luther found, 
you focus too narrowly on righteousness as God defending his holiness by 
bringing justice, you won’t understand Romans 1:17. It has to be more in the 
realm of a saving act that gives us a new status. As Moo says, combining all 
three, the righteousness of God is “God’s being in the right, his action of 
making people right before him, and the resultant status of those made right.” 
Another commentator says it is “God’s salvation-creating power,” a concept 
that includes the ideas of status given by God and activity exercised by God. 
But Moo goes on to say this, which I also like: “God’s righteousness, then, is 
an experienced aspect of God in action. When a believer exclaims that “God 
is good,” this “goodness of God” is not so much an “attribute” of God as an 
experienced aspect of God’s character. So the righteousness of God is an 
experienced outflow of God’s character, in response to belief. As a result of 
that experience the believer receives the status of righteousness.” 

This righteousness, Paul says, is “from faith for faith” or “from faith to faith” or as 
the NIV says it, “by faith from first to last.” The quote from Habakkuk 2:4 at 
the end of verse 17 confirms this truth: “as it is written, ‘the righteous shall 
live by faith.’” Habakkuk 2:4 is God’s response to the prophet’s complaint 
about God’s inaction and injustice. It instructs the person who is already 
righteous how to face the difficulties of life and, especially, the God’s 
apparent neglect of his promises. We are to trust God in these circumstances, 
to have faith. The Hebrew word expresses a fundamental attitude of trust and 
dependence that people are to display toward their God. But is Paul saying 
that “the righteous person should live in trust”? Or is he saying that “the one 
who is righteous because he trusts shall live”? Habakkuk connects “faith” with 
“live,” but Paul’s consistent pairing of “righteousness” language and faith 
throughout Romans leads to the conclusion that Paul is pairing “faith” with 
“righteousness.” The one who has received righteousness by faith alone will 
have life. Moo says “we prefer this option. To be sure, Paul thus modifies the 
meaning of his Old Testament source. In addition to shifting the syntactical 
function of “by faith,” he also gives slightly different, or perhaps better, 
“deeper” meanings to some of the key terms in light of the movement of 
salvation history.” In other words, righteousness comes by faith rather than by 
works, as Paul will be at pains to prove later in Romans.  
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Romans 1:16-17 shows, first, that the Gospel is God’s powerful salvation plan, and 

second, that the Gospel is righteousness from God through faith. This 
understanding is, I believe, the central theme of the letter to the Romans and 
is, I believe, life changing.  When Luther figured this out, sometime around 
1517, he said “There I began to understand that the righteousness of God is . 
. . revealed by the gospel, that is, the 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 that with which I had before hated the word ‘righteousness of 
God.’ That place in Paul was for me truly the gate to paradise.” 

John Wesley tells a similar story, but for him it was not the text of Romans, but 
Martin Luther’s preface to his commentary on Romans that sparked his faith. 
Wesley had been very impressed by the Moravians in his journey to the colony 
of Georgia, but was still not clear on his own faith. Back in England, he began 
attending some Moravian meetings. Then, on May 24th, 1738, he says “In the 
evening 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, 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.” 

I want to close today with a humorous story which I found in an article on Romans 
1:16-17. A pastor named Thomas Browning says “It was one of those phone 
calls that every pastor hates to receive. I picked up the phone and greeted the 
caller the same way I always do, “APC, may I help you?” A man, a man with 
deep resonant voice, and a deep East Texas twang, asked if he might speak to 
the senior pastor. I explained to him that our senior pastor was out of the office 
but that if I could, I was more than willing to help him. The man hesitated for 
a moment and then asked what I did at the church. I told him I was an associate 
pastor and that I mostly worked with young people but that I also enjoyed 
ministering to the church’s senior citizens, That seemed to satisfy him and he 
sputtered around for a minute and then finally just blurted out his question, 
“What do ya’ll charge for someone to be saved?” I almost fell out of my chair. 
I was certain I had misheard him so I asked him to repeat the question. “What 
did you say?” I asked. “I asked…what ya’ll charge for someone to be saved?” 
Now it was a moment of decision for me. I had to try to decide whether to 
hang up the phone or stay on the line. I had to try to figure out whether the 
man was completely crazy or just cantankerous so I said, “Well…we don’t 
charge anything for a person to be saved. Since we don’t own salvation, we 
don’t feel like we have the right to sell it.” 
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“Now preacher,” he replied, “you know good and well you sell salvation just like 

everybody else does. All I am trying to do is to just get to the price.” “What’s 
your name?” I asked. He answered, “My name doesn’t make any difference. 
Either you can tell me what you charge or you can’t. So let me ask you one 
more time, what do ya’ll charge for someone to be saved?” 

I thought for a minute and then I said, “Look here mister, I don’t know who put the 
burr under your saddle but salvation is a free gift bought and paid for by 
atoning work of the Lord Jesus…” He cut me off right in mid-sentence. 
“Preacher, preacher…don’t give me that same old line. Just tell me, straight 
out, what ya’ll charge for salvation.” That made me mad. I waited just a 
second to let my anger subside and then I said, “Alright, I’ll tell you the truth, 
the whole truth. We charge one dollar…” “One dollar!” he shouted. “Well 
that’s a heck of a deal. One dollar is a lot cheaper than anybody else I‘ve talked 
to. How come ya’ll sell your salvation so much cheaper than everybody else?” 

“Well, you cut me off before I finished,” I replied. “It’s one dollar but it’s one dollar 
more than you have right now. It’s one dollar more than you can borrow. In 
fact, as long as you live, it will always be one dollar more than you have or 
can ever get your hands on. Salvation for you, since you’re so all-fired anxious 
to buy it, will always be just one dollar out of your reach.” The man on the 
other end of the line hung up. 

The good news of the Gospel is that salvation is bought and paid for by Jesus Christ. 
It was always out of our reach, but I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is 
the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and 
also to the Greek. 17For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith 
for faith, as it is written, “The righteous shall live by faith.” 


