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More than a Jewish Carpenter 

Romans 15:1-13 

 

 Some problems are perennial; they just keep coming up over and over again. It seems like 

they never go away! 

 One of the perennial problems in the early church was the relationship between Jewish and 

Gentile Christians. They were forever trying to figure it out. Some Jewish Christians thought that 

Gentiles had to become Jews to be Christians. Thankfully, the inclusive understanding of Paul 

and others won the day on that issue. 

 But even with that issue settled, there were still some continual conflicts about just how 

Jewish a Christian should be. After all, the first Christians were almost all Jewish—though some 

were more Jewish than others. But by the time Paul wrote Romans, there were getting to be as 

many, maybe more, Gentile Christians, especially in Rome, where all the Jews had been expelled 

from the city on a couple of different occasions. 

 So in many of the early churches, they were struggling with how Jewish and Gentile 

Christians should relate to one another. As Paul was bringing his letter to the Romans to a close, 

he addressed this issue. 

 

Paul’s message 

 It might be helpful to review Paul’s line of thought. 

 In chapters 1-11, he carefully laid out his theology of humanity’s sinful condition and what 

God has done in Christ to remedy it. He dealt with how both Jews and Gentiles stand in need of 

salvation through Christ, and how God saves both. 

 In chapters 9-11, he dealt extensively with how God has grafted Gentile believers into the 

true Israel, like branches from a wild olive tree being grafted into a cultivated tree. 

 Then from chapter 12 on, Paul discussed the ethical implications of the Christian faith, with 

special attention to how Christians relate to one another.  In chapters 14 and 15, he dealt very 

specifically with the relationship between Jewish and Gentile Christians, especially in light of 

some of the Jewish dietary and ceremonial practices that many Jewish Christians still observed. 

 In 15:1-6, Paul appeals to those who are strong in the faith to bear with the tender scruples of 

those who are weak and unable to appreciate the goodness of all of God’s creation when it’s 

received and used properly.  

He points to the example of Christ (quoting Psalm 69:9), who did not seek to please himself 

above pleasing the Father. Even so, believers ought to put the welfare and upbuilding of their 

fellow believers above pleasing themselves by exercising their own rights and freedoms. 

In 15:7, Paul urges to them to accept and welcome one another just as Christ has accepted 
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and welcomed them, for God’s glory. In other words, because Christ has welcomed us, we 

should welcome one another! 

Now I know that some people don’t like theology. They say things like, “I’m not interested 

in all that theology stuff; just give me something practical.” Well, see here just how practical 

theology is! As always with his ethical and practical exhortations, Paul appeals to theology as the 

basis—Paul always adds a therefore, or a for this reason, or a because or for. We are to accept 

and welcome one another because through his sacrificial death and his resurrection, Christ has 

welcomed us! 

Paul elaborates on this in 15:8-12. He again appeals to Christ’s example and to the Old 

Testament Scriptures to make his point. Throughout the whole text, his appeal is steeped in 

Scripture! 

Paul says that “Christ has become a servant of the Jews on behalf of God’s truth . . . .”1 His 

purpose in coming as a Jew was “so that the promises made to the patriarchs might be confirmed . . . 

.” For the Jews who had put their faith in Christ, this was a crucial point. Faithful Jews had 

looked to the promises of the Scriptures about the coming Messiah and longed for him to come. 

Christ’s coming confirmed those promises. 

But what many Jews failed to realize was just how broad those promises were. They weren’t 

just about the Jews and their salvation. 

Now in the Jewish mind, there were two kinds of people in the world: Jews and Gentiles. 

Anybody who wasn’t a Jew was a Gentile. 

And Paul says here that Christ came as a Jew to confirm the promises to the patriarchs “that 

the Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy” (15:9). To show what he means by that, he quotes 

several of those promises from the Old Testament: 

 

• 2 Samuel 22:50 and Psalm 18:49 – “Therefore I will praise you among the Gentiles; I will sing 
the praises of your name.” 

• Deuteronomy 32:43 – “Rejoice, you Gentiles, with his people.” 

• Psalm 117:1 – “Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles; let all the peoples extol him.” 

• Isaiah 11:10 – “The Root of Jesse will spring up, one who will arise to rule over the nations; in 

him the Gentiles will hope.” (Charles Talbert suggests that Paul would have associated the 

idea of rising with Jesus’ resurrection.)2 

 

For Paul, it was clear as crystal—Christ had come for both Jews and Gentiles, just as God 

had promised in the Scriptures! And because he had, Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians 

were to accept and welcome one another. So appealing to Christ’s confirmation of God’s 

promises, Paul called his readers to welcome one another. 

 

Jesus, the Jew, for all the world 

 You know, we all—whatever race or ethnic group or culture we come from—have a 

tendency to think of Jesus as being like us. We have this tendency to think that the flesh that God 

the Son took on when he came wasn’t just human flesh, but our particular kind of human flesh. 

 What the Bible and the historic Christian faith declare, though, is that when God the Son took 

on human flesh in Jesus Christ, he came as a Palestinian Jewish male in the first century Greco-

Roman world. He came to a particular time and space and from a particular people. He was born 

to the virgin Mary, who was pledged to be married to a carpenter named Joseph. Though they 

were from Nazareth in the northern part of Israel in Palestine, he was born in Bethlehem in Judea 



 3 

because of a census that Emperor Augustus decreed that required everyone to go to their 

ancestors’ hometown. Joseph and Mary were both descendants of King David, so they were in 

his town, Bethlehem, when Jesus was born. 

 But the promises that Paul pointed to about his coming show us that though he came as a 

Jew, his birth was for the Gentiles as well—for all the world! 

 Now it’s important to understand and to claim the importance of Jesus’ Jewishness. He told 

the Samaritan woman in John 4:22 that “salvation is from the Jews.” So scholars have carefully 

explored how Jesus’ Jewishness should influence our understanding of him and his gospel. On 

the popular side, we see people reclaiming this emphasis in ways that range from buying and 

displaying ram’s horn trumpets (shofars) or prayer shawls to putting a bumper sticker on their 

vehicle that reads: “My boss is a Jewish carpenter.” 

 But what Paul says in this text shows us that he’s so much more than a Jewish carpenter! He 

came as a Jew, yes. But he came to save both Jews and Gentiles! As Jesus said to the Samaritan 

woman, “salvation is from the Jews”—not for the Jews but from the Jews! From the beginning with 

Abraham, God’s promise was that in him “all peoples on earth” would be blessed (Genesis 12:1-

3). Christ came to save anyone who would put his or her faith in him, people from every nation, 

tribe, tongue, race, and ethnicity—he came as a Jewish human to save humans from all 

humanity! 

 

What will you celebrate? 

So what does this passage have to do with Advent? 

Well, what are you preparing to celebrate at Christmas? Presents? Santa Claus’ coming? 

Family time together? Good food and fellowship? Peace? Love and goodwill? Joy? A day off? 

Or are you preparing to celebrate the coming of Christ? To celebrate his coming properly, we 

need to know something about the significance of his coming! 

And Paul gives us a glimpse of it here when he tells us that Christ’s coming as a servant to 

the Jews confirms God’s promises for all people. He came as a Jew, born under the law, living 

under God’s law, showing its true meaning. He fulfilled it all perfectly in every way, even 

offering himself as the perfect sacrifice to save us from our sins. He fulfilled God’s intention 

from the beginning, that through his people Israel he would bring salvation to all the nations. 

So when Christ came and became a servant to the Jews, He confirmed the promises God had 

made to the patriarchs, and brought salvation to the Gentiles. Now we Gentiles who believe join 

the Jews in glorifying God as the people of God! He confirmed his promises in his truth and 

faithfulness to the Jews, and the Gentiles who believe as a result glorify him for his mercy! 

Because he has welcomed us all, we welcome one another! 

 

God’s orchestrations 

 It really is amazing to see how God orchestrated all this through the centuries! He had a plan 

he was working out all along, and that he continues to work out until he brings everything 

together in Jesus Christ. He still has this way of orchestrating things. 

 We’ve seen God orchestrating some things in our midst here at Temple Baptist Church over 

the past few years, too. Some of it we didn’t realize until we looked back over it. And I believe 

God will continue to work through our Engage Community Ministry in some amazing ways in 

the months and years to come. 

 One of my favorite stories about how God brings things together is about another mission 

opportunity we participate in each year—Operation Christmas Child. Wayne Stacy shared a 
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story on his blog ten years ago about how God worked in one little Bosnian boy’s life.3 An 

Operation Christmas Child team was distributing boxes to children living in a land ravaged by 

war and ethnic cleansing. As Wayne put it: 

 

Almost all of these children had lost someone close to them in the genocide. A 

woman with [the] team was passing out shoe boxes to eager and delighted little 

children when one little boy approached her. She handed him a shoe box and said: 

“Merry Christmas; Christ loves you.” The little boy replied: “But I don’t want a 

shoe box for Christmas; I want parents” (his parents were killed in the ethnic 

cleansing leaving him orphaned). The woman stammered: “I’m sorry, son; I don’t 

have any parents to give you for Christmas, but I do have this nice shoe box.” He 

reluctantly took it and opened it. Inside there was candy, crayons, some toys, a 

writing tablet, and in the bottom, the photograph of the couple who had prepared 

and given the shoe box the boy received, a childless couple who had been praying 

that God would give them a child. They enclosed a picture of themselves and on 

the back, their address. The boy wrote them to thank them for the shoe box, and 

they responded. Back and forth the letters went, until finally they decided to travel 

to Bosnia to meet the little boy. A few months later they adopted him and became 

his new parents. 

 

And then Wayne writes: 

 

What are the odds? 

There were literally thousands of shoe boxes stacked up in front of the woman 

distributing them to a hundred eager outstretched hands. What are the odds that 

she would pick the one shoe box prepared by a childless couple praying for a 

child, and give it to the one little boy whose only Christmas wish was for new 

parents? 

What are the odds? 

About as much as a virgin having a baby, or a dead man coming back to life 

again!  

 

 But hey, that’s how God works, isn’t it? He sends his Son as a Jewish carpenter, born in a 

stable, to be so much more—to be the Savior of the world!  

  
 MEG 

 
 

1 Scripture quotations taken from The Holy Bible, New International Version® (2011 edition). 
2 Charles H. Talbert, Smyth & Helwys Bible Commentary: Romans (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2002), 321. 
3 Wayne Stacy, Diciple’s Diary, December 8, 2009 (http://www.rwaynestacy.com). 


