
The Power of God
Romans 1:16-17

Martin Luther had a terrible problem.  He was terrified of God.  
He understood God’s righteousness and holiness.  He 
understood God’s law.  He understood his own sin.  And he was 
terrified.

So, he did everything that he knew in order to be made right 
with God.  He did everything he could possibly think of to make 
himself acceptable to God.  He became a monk.  He strove for 
perfect faithfulness in his calling as a monk.  He out-monked all 
the other monks, trying to be the best monk that he could possibly 
be, hoping against hope that that would satisfy God.  He wore out 
his confessor, confessing his sins almost endlessly.  But nothing 
satisfied his own conscience.  Nothing removed his sense of guilt. 
Nothing appeased his fear of God.  Nothing gave him the peace 
with God for which his soul so deeply hungered.

Nothing, that is, until he read Romans 1:16-17, our text this 
morning.  With these two verses, Martin Luther rediscovered the 
gospel, and his intensely personal discovery set in motion the 
events that came to be known as the Protestant Reformation in 
the 16th century, 500 years ago.  It was a movement in history 
that quite literally changed the world.

Thus, in the words of Dr. Martin Lloyd-Jones, “we are at a very 
important and momentous point in our study of this great Epistle.  
I suppose that, in a sense, there are no two verses of greater 
importance in the whole of Scripture than the two verses which 
we are now considering.”

What an astounding statement!  “There are no two verses of 
greater importance in the whole of Scripture.”  What made these 

two verses so significant to Martin Luther makes them equally 
significant to us.  In these two verses, the whole book of Romans 
in summarized.  And in these two verses the whole of the gospel 
is revealed.  These two verses will guide our understanding of the 
rest of this book.  And so I have chosen to study only these two 
verses this morning.  And we begin with the subject of power.

I. GOSPEL POWER.
v.16

Paul is eager to proclaim that power, emphasizing that he is 
not ashamed of the gospel.  There is good reason to think that he 
might be ashamed, because as he writes to the Corinthians, he 
knows that the world thinks that this message is nothing but 
foolishness.

1 Cor. 1:18  “For the message of the cross is foolishness to 
those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the 
power of God. 19 For it is written:  “I will destroy the wisdom of 
the wise, And bring to nothing the understanding of the prudent.” 
20 Where is the wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the disputer 
of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of this world? 
21 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world through wisdom did 
not know God, it pleased God through the foolishness of the 
message preached to save those who believe. 22 For Jews 
request a sign, and Greeks seek after wisdom; 23 but we preach 
Christ crucified, to the Jews a stumbling block and to the Greeks 
foolishness, 24 but to those who are called, both Jews and 
Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. 25 
Because the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the 
weakness of God is stronger than men.”

But no, the gospel is not foolishness.  The gospel is not stupid, 
it is not a crutch for the weak.  Rather, it is good news.  That’s 
what the word literally means.
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A. The gospel is good news.
And we need good news, because the bad news is made 

clear in,
Rom. 3:23  “…for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of 

God.”

That chapter is quite explicit,
Rom. 3:9  “There is none righteous, no, not one; 11 There is 

none who understands; There is none who seeks after God.  12 
They have all turned aside; They have together become 
unprofitable; There is none who does good, no, not one.”

Combine that with Romans 6:23 and get the full picture of the 
bad news.

Rom. 6:23  “For the wages of sin is death.”

Or, as God threatened Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden 
with regard to disobeying his command not to eat of the tree of 
the knowledge of good and evil, 

Gen. 2:16  “Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat; 17 
but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, 
for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die.”

So we need good news—good news which frees us from the 
guilt and condemnation of our sin.  We were dead in our sins, by 
nature, children of God’s wrath.  And the good news of the gospel 
is that God makes us alive, you who were dead in trespasses and 
sins.”

But the question is how?  How does God make us alive?  The 
answer to that question comes back to the idea of power.  The 
power of the gospel.  The gospel is the revelation of God’s power.  
More literally, the gospel is God’s power.  They are one and the 
same. 

B. The gospel is the power of God. 
God demonstrates his power not with armies, not with 

weapons, not with might.  But with words.  With a message.  The 
message of the gospel is power.  The Greek word for power is the 
English word “dynamite,” a word that communicates great power.  
Dynamite is efficacious.  That is, it accomplishes it’s objective.  
Few things, if any, can stop the power of dynamite.  So it is with 
the gospel.  It is the power of God.  Power to make us alive, 
power to give life, spiritual life.

Let me suggest to you that it takes power to give a man a new 
heart, to give someone life who is dead.  It takes power to make a 
blind man see, to enable a deaf man to hear.  It takes power to 
take a heart of stone and make it a heart of flesh, to make it alive 
and well.  And that is what the gospel does.

That is why Jesus performed healing miracles, to demonstrate 
his power over all things.

Luke 5:22  “But when Jesus perceived their thoughts, He 
answered and said to them, “Why are you reasoning in your 
hearts? 23 Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven you,’ or 
to say, ‘Rise up and walk’? 24 But that you may know that the 
Son of Man has power on earth to forgive sins”—He said to the 
man who was paralyzed, “I say to you, arise, take up your bed, 
and go to your house.”  25 Immediately he rose up before them, 
took up what he had been lying on, and departed to his own 
house, glorifying God. 26 And they were all amazed, and they 
glorified God and were filled with fear, saying, “We have seen 
strange things today!”

The gospel is the power of God, unto salvation.  And that is 
what this gospel is all about.

C. The gospel is the message of salvation.
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That’s the goal.  That’s the purpose.  That’s the intent.  To 
bring salvation.  Salvation from sin, first from the guilt of sin, from 
its condemnation.  Salvation means freedom from the judgment of 
God’s wrath upon us law-breakers.  Thus we read,

Rom. 8:1  “There is therefore now no condemnation to those 
who are in Christ Jesus, who do not walk according to the flesh, 
but according to the Spirit. 2 For the law of the Spirit of life in 
Christ Jesus has made me free from the law of sin and death. 3 
For what the law could not do in that it was weak through the 
flesh, God did by sending His own Son in the likeness of sinful 
flesh, on account of sin: He condemned sin in the flesh, 4 that the 
righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us who do 
not walk according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.”

That is the ultimate and clearest definition of the message of 
salvation.  There is therefore now no condemnation to those who 
are in Christ Jesus.  Instead of condemnation, we receive 
forgiveness.  That is the message of the gospel.  

Eph. 1:7  “In Him we have redemption through His blood, the 
forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace.”

Ps. 103:12  “As far as the east is from the west, So far has He 
removed our transgressions from us.”

Micah 7:18  “Who is a God like You, Pardoning iniquity And 
passing over the transgression of the remnant of His heritage?  
He does not retain His anger forever, Because He delights in 
mercy.  19 He will again have compassion on us, And will subdue 
our iniquities.  You will cast all our sins Into the depths of the sea.”

Beloved, salvation is a work of God’s power!  And the power 
used to raise Jesus from the dead is the same power by which 
you who believe have been born again to become the children of 
God, that you might have eternal life.  And that is the,

II. GOSPEL FOCUS.
A focus that applies to everyone.  It is,

A. A promise declared to everyone.
Not that everyone is saved, for surely that isn’t the case.  But 

the promise is declared for all to hear.  As Paul puts it, Jew and 
Gentile. In the words of verse 16, “the Jew first and also for the 
Greek.”  

That was world-changing in that day, for the people of God in 
the Old Testament were the people of Israel.  One nation only.  
And now the promise is for the whole world.  To the Jew first, as 
Jesus to this earth as a Jew among the Jews.  But also to the 
non-Jews.  The Greeks, the Gentiles.  The nations.  And that has 
to be the focus of the gospel, a promise of salvation proclaimed to 
the whole world.

John 3:6  “For God so loved the world that He gave His only 
begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but 
have everlasting life.”

Rom. 10:12  “For there is no distinction between Jew and 
Greek, for the same Lord over all is rich to all who call upon Him. 
13 For “whoever calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved.”

There is no room for any sense of superiority because of 
ethnic identity when the gospel is proclaimed.  There are no 
distinctions to be made.  No prejudice.  And so we read about the 
role of the church today in,

Acts 1:8  “But you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit 
has come upon you; and you shall be witnesses to Me in 
Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth.”

The mandate Jesus gives to the church is equally universal, 
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what we call the Great Commission,
Mat. 28:18  “All authority has been given to Me in heaven and 

on earth. 19 Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of 
the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all things that I have 
commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, even to the end of 
the age.”

So that is our task, to this day.  “Go therefore and make 
disciples of all the nations.”  Go to all the nations, everywhere.  
With the promise of the gospel, the good news of the power of 
God by which we are saved.  And that promise is,

B. A promise received by those who believe.
It’s not automatic.  It’s not universal in terms of its effect.  Not 

everyone is saved, because not everyone believes the promise.  
Thus, when the gospel is proclaimed, you are called upon to 
believe.  To exercise faith.  So the reality is that the gospel…

v.16  “…is the power of God to salvation for everyone who 
believes.”

Thus the call of the gospel is the call to believe!

The Philippian jailor asked Paul and Silas such a marvelous 
question in,

Acts 16:30. “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”

The answer is equally plain and clear,
Acts 16:31  So they said, “Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, 

and you will be saved, you and your household.” 32 Then they 
spoke the word of the Lord to him and to all who were in his 
house. 33 And he took them the same hour of the night and 
washed their stripes. And immediately he and all his family were 
baptized. 34 Now when he had brought them into his house, he 

set food before them; and he rejoiced, having believed in God 
with all his household.”

Again, John 3:16  “For God so loved the world that He gave 
His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not 
perish but have everlasting life.”

John 3:36  “He who believes in the Son has everlasting life; 
and he who does not believe the Son shall not see life, but the 
wrath of God abides on him.”

John 6:47  “Most assuredly, I say to you, he who believes in 
Me has everlasting life. 48 I am the bread of life. 49 Your fathers 
ate the manna in the wilderness, and are dead. 50 This is the 
bread which comes down from heaven, that one may eat of it and 
not die. 51 I am the living bread which came down from heaven. If 
anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever; and the bread that I 
shall give is My flesh, which I shall give for the life of the world.”

Rom. 10:8  “But what does it say? “The word is near you, in 
your mouth and in your heart” (that is, the word of faith which we 
preach): 9 that if you confess with your mouth the Lord Jesus and 
believe in your heart that God has raised Him from the dead, you 
will be saved. 10 For with the heart one believes unto 
righteousness, and with the mouth confession is made unto 
salvation. 11 For the Scripture says, “Whoever believes on Him 
will not be put to shame.”

So you must believe!  That is to say, you must exercise faith, 
the faith to trust that Jesus Christ died for your sins, that you 
believe God raised him from the dead, that Jesus is Lord.  This 
faith is really the act of receiving a gift, accepting a gift.  The idea 
of salvation by faith means that you yourself, personally, and 
deliberately, accept the gift. 
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You have not earned it, this gift of salvation.  You do not 
deserve it, this gift of the forgiveness of sins.  You have not paid 
for it yourself nor done anything by which you can claim any merit 
for yourself.  It is the promise of a gift, offered and received by 
faith.  That is the clear meaning of,

Eph. 2:8  “For by grace you have been saved through faith, 
and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9 not of works, lest 
anyone should boast.”

What must you do to be saved?  Believe on the Lord Jesus 
Christ!  Confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in 
your heart that God raised him from the dead, and you will be 
saved.   Like Paul, I am not ashamed of that gospel, and I 
proclaim it to you this morning as clearly and as faithfully as I can.  

v.16 “…for it is the power of God to salvation for everyone who 
believes, for the Jew first and also for the Greek.”

Let’s look just a little bit more closely at the nature of that 
promise, the…

III. GOSPEL PROMISE.
What is it that we are promised?  The simple answer is 

righteousness.  Righteousness is promised.
v.17

A. The promise of righteousness.
The question becomes, what does that mean?  What does the 

promise of righteousness mean?  What is the meaning of 
righteousness.  There are several different ideas among 
commentators.  The Hebrew word for righteousness is the same 
word that is sometimes translated “justice.”  Justice and 
righteousness are the same thing.  Therefore, some 
commentators believe that verse 17 refers merely to God’s 
attribute of righteousness or justice, an attribute he demonstrates 

in himself when he saves a man.  Yet that isn’t entirely the 
meaning of Paul here, because God’s justice would actually 
secure our condemnation, not our salvation.

Some commentators see this righteousness as the sort of 
righteousness in us of which God approves.  And while that, too, 
is partially correct, we must go deeper. 

This righteousness which is revealed in the gospel is a 
righteousness from God.  We could translate that a righteousness 
“of God.”  Simply put, it is a God-righteousness.  God is the 
author of this righteousness, a righteousness that belongs to his 
own glory.

Man-righteousness is entirely inadaquate to bring about 
salvation.  Let me say that in a much more easy to understand 
fashion--you cannot save yourself.  Your good works, your own 
personal righteousness is not adequate to accomplish your own 
salvation.  And that for one very important reason--your own 
righteousness can never atone for your sin.  Your righteousness 
cannot remove the guilt of sin nor save you from the power and 
pollution of sin.

In Paul’s words,
Rom. 3:19  “Now we know that whatever the law says, it says 

to those who are under the law, that every mouth may be 
stopped, and all the world may become guilty before God. 20 
Therefore by the deeds of the law no flesh will be justified in His 
sight, for by the law is the knowledge of sin.” 

You must understand this crucial point before we go any 
further in Romans, and you must understand it if you are to 
understand salvation.  If you depend upon your own good works, 
upon your own law-keeping or your own self-righteousness to be 
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made right with God, then you will be condemned to hell.  For you 
are a guilty sinner.

But in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed.  That 
is what you must understand for salvation.  God gives to us his 
righteousness.  That is the promise of the gospel, the promise of 
righteousness.  

The blessing of that promise is this—that the righteousness of 
God is credited to us.  It is reckoned to us, or imputed to us.  The 
righteousness of God is put into our account, and therefore God 
looks upon us as righteous.

I am speaking of the doctrine of justification.  “Justification is 
an act of God’s free grace, wherein he pardons all our sins, and 
accepts us as righteous in his sight, only for the righteousness of 
Christ imputed to us, and received by faith alone.”

Justification is God’s forgiving sinners and treating them as if 
they had never sinned.”  That’s the gospel.  The righteousness of 
Jesus Christ is credited to us.

But how do we receive it?  How do we obtain it?  Through 
faith.  So we come to,

B. The promise received.
v.17

Let’s go back to Romans 3 before we look at that phrase “from 
faith to faith.”

Rom. 3:21  “But now the righteousness of God apart from the 
law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the Prophets, 22 
even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus Christ, to 
all and on all who believe. For there is no difference; 23 for all 

have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, 24 being justified 
freely by His grace through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, 
25 whom God set forth as a propitiation by His blood, through 
faith, to demonstrate His righteousness, because in His 
forbearance God had passed over the sins that were previously 
committed, 26 to demonstrate at the present time His 
righteousness, that He might be just and the justifier of the one 
who has faith in Jesus.”

We’ll look closely at that passage in a few weeks.  But notice 
what Paul says:  “But now the righteousness of God apart from 
the law is revealed, being witnessed by the Law and the 
Prophets, even the righteousness of God, through faith in Jesus 
Christ, to all and on all who believe.”

In our text this morning, the righteousness from God which is 
revealed in the gospel is a righteousness that is from faith to faith, 
or with more explanation, “by faith from first to last.”

And what does that mean?  Most simply, the basic idea is that 
righteousness is received by faith alone.  We are declared 
righteous by faith alone.  We are justified, we are made 
acceptable to God, by faith alone.  By faith from first to last.  From 
beginning to end, our salvation is a result of faith.  Righteousness 
“from faith” means that God gives us his righteousness which we 
receive by faith.  “To faith” means that in every instance, true faith 
carries with it the justifying righteousness of God.  If you have 
faith, true biblical faith through which you have received and 
rested upon Christ for your salvation, then you have the 
righteousness of God credited to your account.  You have peace 
with God.

That is the gospel promise which is received by those who 
believe.
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For any of you who have not yet received the Lord Jesus 
Christ or believed on his name for salvation, this passage is an 
invitation.  I urge you to turn from your sins in repentance, and to 
believe in Jesus Christ.  Believe that he died for your sins upon 
the cross and that he endured the penalty and the curse for your 
sins.  Believe that God raised him from the dead and so promises 
to you eternal life, a promise extended to everyone who believes. 

My exhortation is simple--believe the gospel, the gospel which 
is the power of God unto salvation.  Your salvation.  Salvation 
from the guilt of sin.  Believe it.  And by faith, accept the free gift 
of salvation offered to you. 

Rom.10:9  “If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” 
and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you 
will be saved.” 

For those of you who have already done that, perhaps years 
ago, let this passage remind you that having been saved by faith, 
you are now to live by faith.  When you sin, you need to exercise 
that faith again, believing that in Christ, God will forgive you and 
cleanse you.  Don’t ever think that you can atone for your own 
sins yourself, for the law would then become a curse for you.  And 
don’t ever think that God would fail to forgive you when you ask 
him to.  For he has promised the gift of righteousness to all who 
will believe on the Lord Jesus Christ. 
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