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But what does it say? “The Word is near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,” that is, the Word of faith we are pro​claiming: 
That 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 it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved. 
As the Scripture says, “Anyone who trusts in Him will never be put to shame.” 
For there is no difference between Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call on Him, 
for, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”



How, then, can they call on the One they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the One of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? 
And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!”



But not all the Israelites accepted the good news. For Isaiah says, “Lord, who has believed our message?” 
Consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of Christ. 
But I ask: Did they not hear? Of course they did: “Their voice has gone out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.”


The First Sunday after Epiphany is set aside for a focus on Jesus’ Bap​tism.  So we had Matthew’s account of Jesus’ Baptism for our Gospel reading, in which the Holy Spirit descended onto Jesus in the form of a dove.  Isaiah was talking about that when he quoted God saying, “I will put My Spirit on Him.” Is42v1.  Peter mentioned that in his sermon in Caesarea at the home of the Roman centurion Cornelius, “God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and power.” Ac10v38.

Two weeks ago, we considered Jesus’ circumcision, along with the visit to the temple in Jerusalem for the sacrifice required as purification after childbirth.  Both circumcision and Baptism give the forgiveness of sins, which Jesus did not need, because He is sinless.  This bothered John the Baptist, and led him to say, “I need to be baptized by You, and do You come to me?”  Jesus had to explain to him, “It is proper for us to do this to fulfill all righteousness.” Mt3v14,15.  Even though Jesus did not need Baptism or circumcision, He was both circumcized and baptized for us.  During His life on this earth, Jesus fulfilled all the laws of God that apply to us perfectly, and He now gives us His perfection, along with the wonderful gift of Baptism, which makes us partakers of all that Jesus did for us.


Baptism is one way in which God’s gift of forgiveness comes to us.  But even the gift of Baptism comes to us through the Word of God.  Simi​larly, Martin Luther explained in the Catechism that the blessings of the Lord’s Supper also come through the Word of God.  He asks: “How can eating and drinking do such great things? It is certainly not the eating and driving that does such things, but the words, ‘Given and poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins.’ These words are the main thing in this sacrament, along with the eating and drinking.”


Parents bring their children for Baptism because they have heard from God’s Word that Jesus said, “Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.” Mt28v19, and they want to do what Jesus said.  They have heard that Jesus said, “Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved,” Mk16v16, and they want that blessing for their children.  When an adult comes for Baptism, it is because the adult has heard about Baptism from God’s Word.  Both Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are very important, but it is God’s Word that tells us what these things are all about.


This is the point the apostle Paul is making in this section of Romans.  It is from the larger section in which he deals with the doctrine of election, much of which is a total mystery to us.  Why are some people saved and others lost?  God has chosen, or elected, us to be saved, and so brings us into contact with God’s Word and the sacraments which give us faith in Jesus.  But others can’t believe unless they too come into contact with God’s Word.  But how will they, if no one tells them?  How can any​one tell them unless they are sent to tell them?  You see, he says, “faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of Christ.”


You might ask, “Why then is Paul doing all the talking here?”  We could answer that Paul is also writing by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and so what he writes in his letter to the Romans is also the Word of God.  But we should not overlook the fact that Paul quotes the Old Testament in this short section of eleven verses.  He quotes the Old Testament six diffe​rent times: once from Deuteronomy, once from the prophet Joel, once from the psalms, and three times from the prophet Isaiah.  Since Paul is bringing God’s Word to us, he makes use of the words of God recorded by others in the past, since God always speaks the same message, since God never con​tradicts Himself.


The last passage Paul quotes raises an interesting question; Paul asks, “Did they not hear?”  There are six billion people in the world; have they all heard God’s message?  Can preachers and missionaries and air waves reach all of them?  An early teacher of the Church pointed out that the Gospel has undoubtedly gone out to all the people in the world two times in the world’s history: once in the Garden of Eden, when God Himself preached the Gospel to fallen Adam and Eve, and once after the flood, when there were only eight people left in the entire world.  During the rest of the world’s history, we struggle to send out missionaries all over the world, but we can humanly speaking have no certainty that every last person has been told about Jesus.


But the apostle Paul asks, “Did they not hear?” and then answers his question with the Old Testament quotation, “Of course they did: ‘Their voice has gone out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.’”  Paul is quoting from Psalm 19 in which the psalmist describes the two ways in which we learn about God.  The second way is from God’s Word, as he writes, “The law of the Lord is perfect, reviving the soul. The statutes of the Lord are trustworthy, making wise the simple. The precepts of the Lord are right, giving joy to the heart. The commands of the Lord are radiant, giving light to the eyes.” Ps19v7,8.

While we cannot be certain that everyone has heard God’s Word, we can be certain that the first way has come to all people, for that is God’s created world.  The psalmist writes, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of His hands. Day after day they pour forth speech; night after night they display knowledge. There is no speech or language; their voice is not heard. Yet their voice goes out into all the earth, their words to the ends of the world.” Ps19v1-4.  Everyone can see what God has created, and so know that there is a God about whom they need to learn more.  Recent statistics indicate that two-thirds of Americans believe in evolution, or in other words, have checked their minds and eyes at the door and simply believe what other people tell them.


The first way of knowing about God is not enough, but must lead to the second way, God’s Word.  People can only commune in nature with the real God if they take God’s Word along with them.  Faith in the true God is in the heart, as Paul says, “It is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved.”  The word “confess” requires that there be other people you confess your faith to.  Paul quotes, “Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved.”


But how can they call on the Lord unless they believe in Him?  How can they believe unless they have heard about Him?  How can they hear without a preacher?  How can they preach unless they are sent out to preach?  The history of the Christian Church is the history of sending out pastors and missionaries to new places in our nation and around the world.  We could never do that alone, but we contribute to the work done by our church body.


We believe what Jesus has done for us because we have God’s Word on it.  Others choose not to believe in what Jesus has done for them, and rather to trust in what they can do for themselves.  Their way certainly makes sense to sinful human reason.  Each person should try to do his good deed each day.  We should try to be getting better each day.  But we simply trust that Jesus has already done everything for us, and so we are set free to serve Him in everything we do.


The truth of the matter will be revealed to everyone on the Last Day.  Then, one of the two groups will be embarrassed and ashamed, for they will have trusted their whole lives in a lie, and they will have to live or die with that forever.  What will we find on that day?  Paul quotes a powerful passage from the prophet Isaiah, “Everyone who trusts in Him will never be put to shame.”  We have God’s promise that everyone who trusts in Jesus will not be embarrassed and ashamed on that Last Day, for we will see the truth of God’s words with our own eyes.


Isaiah speaks about the other group which puts all its trust in what it can do for itself.  All they have is laws and rules to follow, and they spend all their time following them, like the Pharisees at Jesus’ time.  Isaiah even quotes their boast: “We have entered into a covenant with death, with the grave we have made an agreement. When an overwhelming scourge sweeps by, it cannot touch us, for we have made a lie our refuge and false​hood our hiding place.” Is28v15.  They think they have the answers when the Last Day comes, but they have taken refuge in a lie from Satan and trusted in a falsehood.


To that God responds: “See, I lay a stone in Zion, a tested stone, a precious Cornerstone for a sure foundation; the one who trusts will never be dismayed.” Is28v16.  The Cornerstone clearly is Jesus.  God has given us the Rock, the Savior, the solid foundation.  He has given us the promise that whoever trusts in Him will not be ashamed or dismayed on that Last Day.  Rather, we will be vindicated, we will be delighted, we will be proud of our Savior.  And that Savior is the content of all of God’s Word.  “Faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard through the Word of Christ.” Amen.
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