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“The Communion of Saints” 
Romans 1:8-17 

September 8th, 2019 
 

   A 100-year-old church member was celebrating his birthday at the church he had faithfully attended 
since he was a young man.  After everyone had cake, ice cream, and gave him cards and gifts in the 
fellowship hall, the entire group of family and friends were asked to come to the sanctuary.  His great 
grandson, a man in his early 30’s, had him come to the pulpit.  Before most of the congregation, he was 
asked the question, in a loud voice, "Great Grandpa, tell us, why do you still go to church every Sunday?"   
   The elderly man answered, "Because I love Jesus with all my heart, He commanded me to be here and 
I just want to show everybody whose side I'm on." 

 
   I love it when Christians celebrate significant life events with their church family.  We’ve had 
the opportunity to do that the last two Sundays after worship down in the fellowship hall, and 
yesterday at the American Legion. 
 

   Writer John A. Huffman once shared his experience with the communion of saints.  “It was July of 
1960.  It was the height of the Cold War.  Atheism and Marxism held a third of the world in its control 
and was competing for the hearts and minds and spirits of the rest of the world. 
   That summer I was a 20-year-old college student and for two months traveled all around the world, 
writing a daily newspaper column. 
   I started in San Francisco, then went to Hawaii, Japan, Taiwan, Hong Kong, the Philippines, Thailand, 
India, Lebanon, Jordan, Israel, Iran, up to Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, on to Russia, Holland, Germany, 
ending up in England before sailing back to the United States. 
   What amazed me then is what continues to amaze me now.  Wherever I went, I met brothers and 
sisters in Jesus Christ.  I had fellowship with them.  I discovered early in life what it was to not only 
believe in the communion of saints, but to experience it in every one of those countries. 

 
   The communion of saints is one of the main ideas before us this morning as we’ve come to 
the second message in our sermon study on the New Testament Book of Romans.  I’ve entitled 
the series, “Christianity Explored.”  I settled on that title because the Book of Romans, the 
Apostle Paul’s longest biblical letter, is chock full of doctrine and applications of biblical truths.   
 
Romans 1:8-17: 
   “First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you all, that your faith is spoken of throughout the 
whole world.  9 For God is my witness, whom I serve with my spirit in the gospel of His Son, that without 
ceasing I make mention of you always in my prayers, 10 making request if, by some means, now at last I 
may find a way in the will of God to come to you.  11 For I long to see you, that I may impart to you some 
spiritual gift, so that you may be established— 12 that is, that I may be encouraged together with you 
by the mutual faith both of you and me. 
   13 Now I do not want you to be unaware, brethren, that I often planned to come to you (but was 
hindered until now), that I might have some fruit among you also, just as among the other Gentiles.  14 I 
am a debtor both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to wise and to unwise.  15 So, as much as is in me, I 
am ready to preach the gospel to you who are in Rome also. 
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   16 For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone 
who believes, for the Jew first and also for the Greek.  17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed 
from faith to faith; as it is written, ‘The just shall live by faith.’” 

 
   To pick these verses apart, I’ve made 5 observations of the text.  These observations are our 
main thoughts.  In verse 8, Paul speaks of hearing good news of the faith of the Church in 
Rome.  So, the first observation of verse 8 - The faith-filled church gets noticed.  “…your faith is 
spoken of throughout the whole world.”  (v. 8b) 

 
   We note the faith of the Church in Rome is what is spoken of around the known world.  Faith 
is a simple thing.  “It is believing in God’s Word and acting upon it.  Faith is more than belief; it 
is belief rightly placed.” (Barnhouse, 106)  It is also a true statement that faithful churches are 
those going about the ministry of the Word and sacrament without bringing others’ attention 
to what they’re doing.  They’re not self-promoting.  That was the case with the Church at Rome.  
It was persevering, and as it was, others, believers and non-believers, sat up and took notice.  
 

   Consider Christians who are persecuted or taken to court for standing on the Word of God in the 
public square.  Open Doors USA estimates that in the most dangerous countries for Christianity there 
are 11 people every day who lose their lives because of their faith in Jesus Christ. 
 
   You’ve probably heard of Aaron and Melissa Klein of Oregon who created custom baked goods 
through their business “Sweet Cakes by Melissa.”  In 2013, the Klein’s declined to produce a wedding 
cake for a lesbian couple.  The Kleins are Christians who believe marriage was instituted as a union of 
men and women.  Lower courts punished the Klein’s for what they saw as discrimination, but the US 
Supreme Court lifted the punishment this summer, giving Christians all over the country relief from 
persecution for simply striving to serve their Christian faith in their local community. 

 

     How might your Church be known for its faithfulness?  I’d submit next Saturday’s Walk 4 Life here in 
Aledo communicates to others that the Trinity Church family is serious about loving preborn life because 
God is serious about loving preborn life.  We will have the opportunity, as a congregation, to walk 
through our community and inform those who may not know the biblical argument for protecting the 
most vulnerable among us. 

 
2 - God knows Paul’s faithfulness to pray for the Church in Rome.  
 
   Paul’s vow in verse 9 – “For God is my witness…” Why was Paul compelled to take a vow in this 
letter?  John Murray’s thought is helpful here.  “It is for the purpose of assuring the Roman 
believers of his intense interest in them and concern for them and, more specifically, to certify 
by the most solemn kind of sanction that his failure (to this point) to visit Rome was not due to 
any lack of desire or purpose.” (Murray, 20)  Paul takes this vow for the benefit of the Church in 
Rome; they hadn’t yet met Paul face to face. 
 
   You do well, upon this mention of vow-taking, to consider how well you are keeping the vows 
you have taken (marriage, if married; Church membership). 
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   If married, you took a vow something like this, “Do you take your husband/wife (as the case 
may be), and do you pledge your faithfulness to him/her in all love and honor, in all duty and 
service, to live with him/her and cherish him/her and do you now promise to be faithful to 
him/her in sickness and in health, in plenty and in want, in joy and in sorrow, as long as you 
both shall live, DO YOU?”  Well, how are you doing?   
 
   And, what about your vows of church membership?  Here are a couple declarations you took 
when you joined this congregation:   
 
1. “Do you now resolve and promise, in humble reliance upon the grace of the Holy Spirit, that 

you endeavor to live as is fitting for a follower of Christ?”  If you are using Scripture as your 
standard, and you are living a life of continuous repentance, you are doing pretty well.    

 
2. “Do you promise to support the Church in its worship and work to the best of your ability?”  

That last clause shouldn’t be seen as a “cop out.”  “Best of your ability” means very little 
should come between you and Sunday worship or fulfilling some ministry in the church.  If 
you don’t have to be to work til late morning or early afternoon on Sunday, then you have 
enough time to partially fulfill this vow.  Some church is far better than no church!  And, let 
me say this - when you agree to help with a ministry, and you can’t do it for some reason, 
take the responsibility to find someone to fill in for you.  Don’t tell someone you’ll do 
something, and then say you can’t help, and leave the other person holding the bag. 

 
3 - Paul desired to go to Rome (verses 10-13).  There were two reasons why Paul wanted to go 
to Rome.  What are they?  Paul desired to “impart to (the church in Rome) some spiritual gift, so 

that they may be established.”  And, Paul wanted to be encouraged together with the Roman 
Christians by the mutual faith both of him and them.  We don’t know for certain what Paul may 
have had in mind regarding the “spiritual gift.”  It likely has something to do with 
encouragement; so Paul wanted to go to Rome both to evangelize and encourage. 
 
   Did Paul ever make it to Rome?  Yes, he did, but probably not in the way he might have 
expected.  The Book of Acts, immediately preceding Romans, makes mention of Paul going to 
Rome.  Acts Chapter 25 details Paul, then a prisoner, being interrogated by Festus, the governor 
of Judea.  Paul appeals to Caesar, and the voyage is detailed in Acts Chapters 27 & 28.   
 
   The fellowship that Paul desired has a theological label.  You have it on the blue notetaker in 
your worship bulletin.  The Communion of Saints.  A very good definition of what the 
Communion of Saints is found in the Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 26, Of the 
Communion of the Saints, paragraph 1:  “All believers are united to Jesus Christ, their Head by 
His Spirit and by faith, and have fellowship with Him in His grace, sufferings, death, 
resurrection, and glory.  United to one another in love, the saints (Christians) have fellowship in 
each other’s gifts and graces, and are obliged to perform those public and private duties which 
nourish their mutual good, both spiritually and physically.”  
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   If you were to ask most people what the Church is all about, they’d probably say “worship” or mercy 
ministry.  And, those are both vital aspects of the Church.  However, serving as God’s Church means so 
much more than those two answers alone.  Fellowshipping with one another means we spend time with 
one another, and the longer we know one another, the more likely we’ll pour ourselves into each 
other’s lives.  Several years ago, I was meeting with a couple in their home, and we were talking about 
the need for them to make the commitment and join the Church.  The hurdle for this man was this very 
thing.  He was reluctant to join a church and risk people knowing him, loving him.   

 
4 - Paul was indebted to preach the gospel message (verses 14 & 15).  To whom was Paul 
primarily called to preach?  Gentiles primarily.  Paul was known as the Apostle to the Gentiles 
(Romans 11:13).  But he also testified to the Jews.  And, Romans 1:14 reveals, “Greeks and 

barbarians, and the wise and the unwise.”  The Greeks were the cultured ones, while other the 
Gentiles were pagan barbarians.  Actually, anyone who couldn’t speak Greek was considered a 
barbarian. 
 
5 - The Just shall live by his Faith (verses 16 & 17).  “For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ, 
for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who believes, for the Jew first and also for the 
Greek.  17 For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, ‘The just shall 
live by faith.’” 

 
   Paul says he was not “ashamed of the gospel.”  How we are often timid when sharing the gospel 
message with some people!  To be timid in the face of opposition is to be ashamed of the 
gospel.  You remember Jesus’s words about shame for the gospel – this is Mark 8:38, “For 
whoever is ashamed of Me and My words in this adulterous and sinful generation, of him the Son of 
Man also will be ashamed when He comes in the glory of His Father with the holy angels.” 

 
   Paul wasn’t ashamed because he was prepared to preach, and he knew personally how the 
gospel changed him.  How could he be ashamed of what qualified him for everlasting life in 
glory?   
 
   The late James Montgomery Boice calls these two verses “the most important in this letter. . . 
perhaps in all literature!”  (Boice, 103)  How is the gospel the power of God?  Check this out – the 
Greek word for power is dunamos, from which we get our English Words “dynamite” and 
“dynamo.”  The Gospel is actually the dynamite of God in verbal form!  It doesn’t merely bring 
power, but it actually IS power!   
 
   Tim Keller’s thoughts here are helpful.  “The gospel’s power is seen in its ability to completely 
change minds, hearts, life orientation, our understanding of everything that happens, the way 
people relate to one another, and so on.  Most of all, it is powerful because it does what no 
other power on earth can do: it can save us, reconcile us to God, and guarantee us a place in 
the kingdom of God forever.” (Keller, 20)  Properly preached, the power of God’s message of 
salvation is mighty to save!  
 
   Righteousness (“just” ness) is another of those difficult theological concepts because it isn’t 
typically included in everyday discourse.  Righteousness is a positional word – it is to have a 
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good or a right standing, to have no debts or liabilities that you owe another person or 
organization.  You are acceptable to the other party because your record has nothing on it to 
jeopardize the relationship.  We get Jesus’ righteousness to replace our sin.  We win both ways! 
 

   Protestant Reformer Martin Luther was struck by Romans 1:17.  Luther did all he possibly could do to 
qualify himself for heaven.  But, did you hear what I said?  Martin Luther did all that he possibly could.  
In studying this verse, Luther realized that an alien righteousness is being referred to here – meaning it 
isn’t our righteousness, but the righteousness of someone apart from us - the only human to ever walk 
this earth without sinning.  Jesus Christ, the God Man.  Luther finally understood that Jesus did all the 
work, and all it was for him to accomplish was to passively receive this righteousness from Jesus! 

 
   Have you experienced this salvation?  Salvation is more than mere forgiveness, but we do 
need forgiveness.  Through salvation we also receive a pardon and release from death row and 
prison.  Even so, there’s more to the story.  In the gospel, we discover that Jesus not only has 
taken us off death row, but He has hung around our neck the Congressional Medal of Honor! 
 
   Jesus may be calling you to Himself right now.  If you aren’t presently a believer in Christ, or 
maybe you’re a backslider who has fallen so far you don’t know how to get up, then repent of 
your sin to God, ask Him to forgive you, and restore you to a right standing with him.  Do this, 
and let me, or an elder, know.   
 
   We’ve been talking about the communion of saints; the fellowship of the church.  I’ll close 
with the anonymous piece that shows the way we can undermine the body life of God’s church. 
 

Epitaph of an Empty Pew 
   I am an empty pew. 
   I vote for the world as against God. 
   I deny the Bible. 
   I mock at the preached Word of God. 
   I rail at Christian fellowship. 
   I laugh at prayer. 
   I break the Fourth Commandment;  
   I am a witness to solemn vows broken. 
   I advise men to eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we die. 
   I join my voice with every atheist and rebel against human and divine law. 
   I am an empty pew. 
   I am a grave in the midst of the congregation. 
   Read my epitaph and be wise.—Unknown 

 
 


