Romans: The Gospel In Action

Week 1: The Power of Relationships
February 3, 2013
GETTING THINGS STARTED
· What are three specific ways your life is better today because of your friends, family members, and other people you know?

· How have your friendships and other relationships challenged you to consider different perspectives, opinions, and viewpoints?

· What kind of investment does it take to keep your friendships healthy, meaningful, and rewarding?  Be as specific as possible.
All of us understand the importance of meaningful relationships in our lives.  Our relationships with friends, family members, classmates, co-workers, teammates, neighbors—they all have the power to shape us and change us.  And we have the opportunity to impact other people, too, through our relationships with them.  God values healthy relationships and calls us to pursue and develop them with the people around us.
Read Romans 1:8-17 (nlt)
8Let me say first that I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith in him is being talked about all over the world. 9God knows how often I pray for you. Day and night I bring you and your needs in prayer to God, whom I serve with all my heart by spreading the Good News about his Son.

10One of the things I always pray for is the opportunity, God willing, to come at last to see you. 11For I long to visit you so I can bring you some spiritual gift that will help you grow strong in the Lord. 12When we get together, I want to encourage you in your faith, but I also want to be encouraged by yours.

13I want you to know, dear brothers and sisters, that I planned many times to visit you, but I was prevented until now. I want to work among you and see spiritual fruit, just as I have seen among other Gentiles. 14For I have a great sense of obligation to people in both the civilized world and the rest of the world, to the educated and uneducated alike. 15So I am eager to come to you in Rome, too, to preach the Good News.

16For I am not ashamed of this Good News about Christ. It is the power of God at work, saving everyone who believes—the Jew first and also the Gentile. 17This Good News tells us how God makes us right in his sight. This is accomplished from start to finish by faith. As the Scriptures say, “It is through faith that a righteous person has life.”

Most likely, Paul wrote his letter to the believers in Rome in the late 50s AD.  Paul longed to come and visit Rome.  We can imagine Paul, such an adventurous and fearless missionary, wanting to get to the great city of Rome and shake it up with the gospel!  Paul’s letter to the Romans communicates his desire to be there and to teach and fellowship among the Christians there.

Paul communicates a very significant truth about his ministry, and about the gospel in general.  Paul says that one reason he wants to come to Rome is because he is “obligated” to Jews and Gentiles.  He knew that the call to share the message of Jesus was not isolated to just one group of people.  And he knew that the gospel meant life to those who were dying.  Paul never once shied away from the gospel, even as its message was so often met with derision, ridicule, and even anger by many who heard it.

We also need to understand that the gospel is not something to be ashamed of but is worth any discomfort we might face in sharing it.  The saving story of Christ is for all people!  And God has called us to be its messengers.  As we build healthy relationships with other Christians, we find encouragement to grow in our faith.  As we build healthy relationships with people who aren’t yet Christians, we discover opportunities to share our faith.  And our right, restored relationship with God is the foundation of it all.

This is the first of six lessons from the book of Romans.  In the passage we just read, we see several examples of relationships worth pursuing and keeping healthy.  Let’s spend a few minutes learning more about each of these.
1. We need healthy relationships with other Christians
· What are some differences between healthy friendships and unhealthy friendships?

· What are specific words or phrases in this passage from Romans 1 that reveal Paul’s focus on his friendship with these Christians in Rome?
· Look at verse 12.  Paul wants to encourage, but he also recognizes the value of being encouraged.  How would you describe the kind of relationship Paul is talking about here?

Strong, healthy friendships with other Christians will open the door to spiritual growth and incredible opportunities to serve and minister.  Paul recognized his need to encourage and be encouraged, to serve and be served.  He understood that it was essential to have solid connections with other followers of Christ.
2. We need healthy relationships with people who aren’t yet Christians
· In verse 14, Paul said he felt an obligation toward people from a wide range of backgrounds, and that obligation included sharing the good news of Jesus with everyone.  Do you feel this way, too?  Why or why not?

· Paul said in verse 15 that he was eager to visit Rome so he could tell people about the life-saving message of Jesus.  What one word would you use to describe your attitude about sharing the gospel, and why would you choose that word?

· In verse 16, Paul declared that he wasn’t ashamed of the message of Jesus.  Why are we sometimes ashamed or embarrassed to let other people know we’re Christians—or to talk with other people about our faith?
· How can healthy friendships open the door to sharing our faith with others?
If we really, truly believe that our friends will spend eternity separated from God, we ought to share our faith with them so they have the chance to follow Jesus, too.  In a sense, if we are unwilling to share the truth of how people can experience God’s forgiveness and eternal life, we’re being selfish and unloving.  God calls us to care about others and help them discover the same joy, purpose, significance, grace, and mercy that we’ve found through our relationship with Jesus.
3. We need a restored, right relationship with God

· Without sharing any details, think about a friendship in your life that has been hurt or damaged by poor choices, destructive actions, or selfish attitudes.  How would it feel to have that friendship fully restored and healthy once again?

· The Bible teaches that when Adam and Eve were created back in Genesis, they experienced an amazing close relationship with God, but that relationship was broken by their sin.  What do you think that experience would have been like?

· Based on what Paul writes in this passage, how is God’s righteousness revealed to us?  How do we know about the salvation made available to us through God?

· What role can you play in helping others know about this opportunity for a restored, right relationship with God?

There is no other way that we can be righteous in God’s eyes apart from faith in Christ.  This is the message Paul passionately preached.  This is how we can gain life and a restored, right relationship with God.  This righteousness, this salvation, is the only way we can gain eternal life with God.
ADDITIONAL DISCUSSION
Micah 6:8 (nlt)
No, O people, the Lord has told you what is good, and this is what he requires of you: to do what is right, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God.

· Read Micah 6:8.  What does this verse say about the kind of life God desires of us?
· What does it mean to act justly or to do what is right?  To love mercy?  To walk humbly with God?
· How do all of these practices affect the health of our relationships with other Christians and with people who aren’t yet followers of Christ?
APPLICATION

· What are some specific ways we can demonstrate to the world that our lives have been changed by Christ?
· Which of those habits or actions are already part of your life?  Which ones do you need to work on a little more?
· What do you think is most effective with the people around you: sharing your faith through actions or through words?  Why?
· What are the benefits of sharing our faith through both methods?
SUMMARY 
While we may sometimes struggle with telling others about our faith, Paul was not ashamed of the message of Jesus.  To Paul, his whole existence was devoted to communicating the life-giving truth of Jesus Christ’s life and work.  He recognized that this mission was strengthened by maintaining healthy relationships with other Christians, with people who didn’t yet know Christ, and with God.  This lesson challenges us to do the same: to be people who are committed to healthy relationships.
For Keeps [Memory Verse]

When we get together, I want to encourage you in your faith, but I also want to be encouraged by yours (Romans 1:12 NLT).
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