Christmas According to Paul #2

“From Just The Right Line”

Romans 1:2-4

Genealogy has become big business today as many seek to find their ancestral roots. Websites such as ancestry.com promise, “There’s no better way to find generations of your family and their stories.” I remember hearing the stories of my ancestors on my mom’s side while growing up, and in more recent years have discovered much about my dad’s family and where they came from. Many find this an interesting pastime. 

For the ancient Israelites, however, genealogy meant much more. To know one’s ancestry—especially which tribe of Israel one came from—was a large part of an Israelite’s identity. In order to fulfill certain roles in society, one had to come from just the right line. This held true for the promised Messiah as well, which explains why the gospels of Matthew and Luke feature detailed genealogies near the beginning of each.

 The apostle Paul likewise addresses the lineage of the Messiah on a couple of occasions in his writings. The first is found in Romans 1:1-4, as he begins the letter:

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God—the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures regarding his Son, who as to his human nature was a descendant of David, and who through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.
This greeting is longer than those in other letters, probably because he did not know this church as a congregation (as he did not plant this church). This greeting is also remarkable because of its theological depth.
 In a letter meant to outline the theology of his teaching, he dives right in with his opening words.
These verses—indeed the entire book—are about the gospel. The word “gospel” means “the Good News.” It is “the gospel of God” (verse 1) because it originates with God; it was not invented by man. It is “the gospel of Christ” (Rom. 1:16) because it centers in Christ, the Savior. Paul also calls it “the Gospel of His Son” in Romans 1:9, indicating that Jesus Christ is God! 
 God’s good news is all about Jesus.

“What does this have to do with Christmas?” you might be wondering. Paul was very aware that the promised Messiah (or “Christ”) had to meet certain qualifications in order to be authentic. In other words, the Messiah had to be from just the right line. In laying out the gospel he was proclaiming, Paul demonstrates that his message was not something brand new made up in his own mind and that the Messiah he declared met all the requirements both humanly and divinely. 

The Realized Promise

We begin with what I am calling the realized promise in verse 2: “the gospel he promised beforehand through his prophets in the Holy Scriptures.” Even as in our own world, false teachers fabricated stories in order to gather a large following, make a lot of money, or both. (Sounds like today, right?) Luke wrote about the men of Athens in Acts 17:21, “All the Athenians and the foreigners who lived there spent their time doing nothing but talking about and listening to the latest ideas.” There’s always some new fangled religion out there.
Yet the message Paul carried was not new; it had been the central focus of the Old Testament and the impetus behind the Lord’s interaction with humanity since Adam and Eve’s disobedience in the Garden of Eden.
 From Genesis 3:15, when God promised that the “seed of the woman” would crush the head of the “seed of the serpent,” through the Messianic Psalms and the prophecies of Isaiah in chapters 53 and 55, the coming of a divine redeemer had been predicted.
 This was the gospel Paul preached. 

As much as some modern preachers and teachers want to set Paul’s message at odds with the Old Testament, the truth is Paul anchors his theology firmly in the Hebrew Scriptures. In this letter of Romans alone there are no less than fifty-one direct quotes, ten paraphrased quotes, and fifteen clear allusions to the Old Testament.

The initial promise of “the seed of the woman” was further defined in Genesis 22:18, where the Lord said to Abraham, “In your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have obeyed My voice.” The promised deliverer would come through the family of Abraham…the nation of Israel.

Later that promise would be narrowed even more when God vowed to David in 2 Samuel 7:12, “When your days are fulfilled and you rest with your fathers, I will set up your seed after you, who will come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom.” In Psalm 89:3-4, the Lord says, “I have made a covenant with My chosen, I have sworn to My servant David: ‘Your seed I will establish forever, and build up your throne to all generations.’” In verse 29 of the same psalm He says, “His seed also I will make to endure forever, and his throne as the days of heaven.” And in verses 34-36, “My covenant I will not break, nor alter the word that has gone out of My lips. Once I have sworn by My holiness; I will not lie to David: His seed shall endure forever, and his throne as the sun before Me.”
As John Stott observes,

The coming of Jesus was not a random event that nobody was expecting, and it was not a divine afterthought. True, it was the inauguration of the new age, but it was in fulfillment of old promises. God had made an eternal covenant with David a thousand years previously that His dynasty and His throne and His reign would last forever.

The Royal Progeny

This leads us to Paul’s words in Romans 1:3 about the royal progeny, “regarding his Son, who as to his human nature was a descendant of David…” The Greek phrase rendered, “as to his human nature” can also be translated, “who was born of the seed of David.”
 It also appears in Romans 9:5,
 “Theirs are the patriarchs, and from them is traced the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all, forever praised! Amen.”
This is significant in two ways. First, Jesus was a real human being. He had a human nature, just like you and me.
 Jesus, the Son of David, did not pretend to be a human being; He was a human being.
 As Hebrews 4:15 states, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” He knows what it is like to be human, because He is one.

Second, Jesus was a descendant of David. If I were to ask, “Who is Jesus?” I doubt if any of you would reply, “He’s the son of David.” You wouldn’t begin there. Yet it is a good answer because it sets Jesus in His historical context.
 That the Messiah would be a descendant of David is taught throughout the Old Testament.
 The promises of a Davidic Messiah is also found the Apocrypha, the Pseudepigrapha, and the Qumran writings—all influential literature written between the Old and New Testaments.

In order to fulfill the Old Testament prophecies, the Messiah had to be a descendant of David. Both Mary, Jesus’ natural mother, and Joseph, Jesus’ legal father, were descendants of David. (Remember those genealogies in Matthew and Luke?) As the descendant of David, Jesus inherited the right to restore and to rule David’s kingdom, the promised kingdom that would be without end.

There is a very similar statement in 2 Timothy 2:8, where Paul says to Timothy, “Remember Jesus Christ risen from the dead and descended from David as preached in my gospel.” Now, both of these texts refer to Paul’s gospel, and both of them say that Jesus’ descent from David was part of the good news.

“Now, wait a minute!” someone might object. “I know about King David—he was a womanizer and a murderer. How could the promised Messiah come through him?” That’s a valid point. In our cancel culture, King David would be removed from our history books, any statues of his would be removed, and he would be remembered no more. But that’s not how God works. (Praise God!) In spite of all his sin—and we know more about David’s sin than anyone else in the Bible—God still called him “a man after my own heart.” Truly God’s grace is greater than all our sin!

“Hold on!” someone else speaks up. “In Matthew's genealogy of Jesus the name Jeconiah is mentioned in verses 11-12. Isn’t he the one of whom God said no descendant of his would ever sit on the throne of David?” Yes, that is true. King Jeconiah, known as King Jehoiachin in Hebrew, was a wicked king. About him the Lord said in Jeremiah 22:30, “This is what the Lord says: ‘Record this man as if childless, a man who will not prosper in his lifetime, for none of his offspring will prosper, none will sit on the throne of David or rule anymore in Judah.’” So how could Jesus be qualified to be the Messiah if he is a descendant of Jeconiah? 

The answer to that question is, He can’t. That’s why God provides for us two genealogies of Jesus. The one in Luke 3 traces Jesus’ physical line through Heli (Mary’s father) back to David’s own body, not through Solomon, but through David’s son, Nathan. And the one in Matthew 1 traces Jesus’ legal right to the throne through his legal adoptive father Joseph, who was in the legal line of Solomon—but who, by virtue of the virgin birth of Jesus, did not father Jesus, and thus did not violate God’s curse on Jeconiah’s physical descendants. So, in fact, Jesus is the “seed of David” fully qualified to reign as King in fulfillment of the biblical prophecies concerning the Messiah.

The Resurrected Providence

Finally, in Romans 1:4 Paul speaks of Jesus as the resurrected providence: “…and who through the Spirit of holiness was declared with power to be the Son of God by his resurrection from the dead: Jesus Christ our Lord.” Jesus was undeniably proven by His resurrection to be the Son of God, insofar as His eternal identity is concerned. The phrase “Spirit of holiness” refers to His divine nature, for just as God is spirit, so the Son shares this nature.
 Just as Jesus was the seed of David as to His human nature, so He was the Son of God as to His spiritual nature.

Some are troubled by this verse as it seems to read that Jesus became the Son of God by His resurrection from the dead. (This is especially true if your translation reads that He was “appointed to be the Son of God.”) Paul does not mean that Jesus became the Son of God by the resurrection, but that he who during his earthly ministry was the Son of God in weakness and lowliness became by the resurrection the Son of God in power.
 Elsewhere Paul says that Christ “was crucified in weakness, yet he lives by God’s power” (2 Cor. 13:4), and it seems that he has in mind something of the same sort here. The emphasis is on the fact that the resurrection is that whereby Christ is seen to be the Son of God in power.

Jesus was both the “Son of Man” and the “Son of God,” as seen in John 5:25-27, 

“I tell you the truth, a time is coming and has now come when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God and those who hear will live. For as the Father has life in himself, so he has granted the Son to have life in himself. And he has given him authority to judge because he is the Son of Man.”
Jesus was and is the one and only God-man, fully God, fully man, perfect in manhood, perfect in Godhead, and in no other human being either before Him or since Him, has God ever become flesh and entered into our humanness to perfection as Jesus did. And because Jesus is the unique God-man, fully God and fully man, He is the only person qualified to be the mediator between God and man. He can mediate between us and God because He is both human and divine.

Paul concludes verse four with the phrase, “Jesus Christ our Lord.” Jesus, the man, is the “Christ,” or the Jewish Messiah, and is our kyrios, the Greek term for “Lord” used throughout the Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures to refer to God.
 This is a favorite phrase for Paul, as he uses the full expression “Jesus Christ our Lord” 68 times, whereas the rest of the New Testament has it but 19 times.

In Galatians 4, Paul declared that Jesus came “at just the right time.” In Romans 1 he demonstrates how Jesus came “from just the right line.” You may be wondering, “Do I really need to know this? Does this really matter?” Yes, it does, as Chuck Swindoll explains,

A teacher of authentic Christian truth must have a clear understanding of who Jesus is in relation to the Trinity and as the central figure of the gospel. If any person says that Jesus is anyone other than God in human flesh, then he or she cannot be trusted to teach others. This person might be Mormon or a Jehovah’s Witness or some undefined strain of skeptic. This person might even choose to wear the label “Christian” and carry a Bible; nevertheless, he or she is not Christian. That’s not to say we should shun or reject such a person. We must simply recognize that he or she needs to hear the gospel.

Warm fuzzy feelings are nice, but when it comes to Christianity we must have our facts straight. Truth matters, and it especially matters when it comes to the identity of Jesus Christ. He is not merely a prophet showing the way to God; He is the way to God. We cannot afford to get it wrong about Him.

Furthermore, from this passage we learn that no length of time, no amount of sin, and not even the power of death can stop God’s redemptive plan. God’s initial promise of a Savior was not realized for thousands of years, yet in the end He came at just the right time. In spite of King David’s horrific crimes and a successor so wicked that God said no descendant of his would ever sit on the throne of Israel, God made a way to keep His covenant with David without violating His own word. When all appeared lost following the crucifixion of Jesus, God demonstrated to the world that Jesus was, in fact, the Son of God by raising Him up in power.

If God did all of that to redeem you, don’t you think He will keep His other promises to you as recorded in His Word?

That is something to celebrate this Christmas!
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