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WELCOME TO LIVING WAY BIBLE STUDY (LWBS)

LWBS is a practical course of study with a special emphasis on the application of God’s Word to 
the life of the individual. While emphasizing practical application, LWBS presents each book of the 
Bible as the holy, inspired, Word of God, the confessional position of The Lutheran Church—Missouri 
Synod.

Our purpose is to help equip believers to live joyfully in God’s redeeming love and to share with 
others God’s plan of salvation.

It is our prayer that the Holy Spirit will use this study to help you grow in your knowledge and 
appreciation of our God and His Word. “But grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior 
Jesus Christ.” 2 Peter 3:18

STUDY STRUCTURE

LI V I NG WAY B I B LE ST U DY SUGGESTS T H IS FO U R-ST EP MET HOD

1. PERSONAL – The student prays for guidance from the Holy Spirit and answers the Personal 
Application (P.A.) questions at home using only the Bible (no commentaries).

2. SMALL GROUPS – The class meets for an opening and divides into small groups of 8–10 
people. The small group leader guides the group through the P.A. questions, encouraging each 
to share their answers and discuss further as time allows.

3. THE MESSAGE – The lecture or message is given by a pastor or layperson who has 
researched the material and presents the study, giving personal insight and augmenting, but not 
duplicating, the author’s comments.

4. THE NARRATIVE – The author’s comments or narrative, along with the P.A. questions 
for the next lesson, are given out at the end of the class. At the next class meeting, before 
answering the P.A. questions, the small groups may choose to review the author’s comments of 
the last lesson, and share what each has highlighted as meaningful or important.

With this four-step method the student has the opportunity to study the particular section of 
Scripture covered by the lesson from four different approaches. This emphasizes the Bible text and 
gives the student an understanding and ownership for each section studied. 

Each lesson should be stapled together according to the number of the lesson in the right-hand 
corner of the page. The P.A. questions for the next week should be attached after the author’s 
narrative for the current week, as they will be the home study for the next class session.

The first meeting of the class is an introduction to the study. Since the members of the small groups 
have no P.A. questions to discuss at the first meeting, they may use the time to get acquainted or 
to tell what they hope to receive by studying this course. At the first meeting, the lecturer presents 
background information about the course, using the Introduction lesson as a guide.
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SOME EXPLANAT IONS AND A CHALLENGE  3

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 1:1–17 4

“BUCK LE U P !”
Buckle your seat-belts and get ready for the biblical “ride of your life”! 
Today we begin to explore together the epistle to the Romans, one of the 
greatest books of the Bible. 

Consider this magnificent epistle, which has been called “the most 
profound and comprehensive book in the Bible” (Michael Middendorf). 
Romans is listed first among the New Testament epistles, not simply 
because it is the longest (over 7,000 words!) but because it is widely 
regarded as the chief among them.

The influence of Romans can be read in the lives shaped by its powerful 
good news. Saint Augustine’s conversion to Christianity began with his 
reading of Romans 13:13–14. Martin Luther called Romans a “brilliant 
light” and “the soul’s daily bread” which “can never be read too often or 
studied too much” (Preface to Romans). This letter was the source for 
Luther’s re-discovery of the Gospel which powered the Reformation. It 
has, accordingly, always had a strong connection with and influence upon 
the history of the Lutheran Church.

Not just Lutherans, of course! This book played a key role, for example, in 
John Wesley’s “warming.” In the year 1738, Wesley attended a Moravian 
meeting at Aldersgate Chapel in London. On hearing someone reading 
Luther’s Preface to Romans, he said, “I felt my heart strangely warmed… I 
did trust Christ, in Christ alone for salvation.” So was kindled the fire that 
led to the establishment of the Methodist movement.

An adventure this certainly will be! Not 
merely mind-filling, we hope, but life-changing 

and faith-deepening as well. The investment 
of your best effort will yield dividends during 

this study and in the years thereafter.

GETTING OUR BEARINGS

Romans
 

i n t r o d u c t i o n
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Early in the twentieth century, a pastor in Switzerland 
named Karl Barth explored this letter as he searched 
for something to preach to his congregation. What he 
found in Romans did more than provide sermon texts. 
It shaped him in a way that led to Barth becoming a 
prophetic spokesman for the Confessing Church in 
Germany in its opposition to Adolf Hitler.

T H E FI V E “ W ’S”
Before plunging in to the body of the letter, let’s 
address some basic questions. Theologians call these 
“isagogics.” The rest of us call them “the five W’s.” 
Who wrote it and to whom? Where was it written? 
When was it written? Why did the author write? What 
is the heart of its message?

WHO wrote it? As with most letters in that day, the 
writer signs his name, not at the end, but at the 
beginning. “Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called to 
be an apostle, set apart for the gospel of God” (1:1). 
Most of us know this man and the dramatic story of 
his transformation. He went from proud Pharisee Saul, 
the sworn enemy of Jesus Christ, to Paul, a man who 
here describes himself as a “servant” of Christ Jesus, 
arguably the greatest missionary for Jesus and the 
Gospel who ever lived. No voice from the early church 
was ever raised against his authorship. Even now, few 
dispute it.

Strangely, we ought to acknowledge something 
many will find surprising: Paul did not actually write 
this letter! The person who did says so in 16:22: “I, 
Tertius, who wrote this letter, greet you in the Lord.” 
Tertius, it turns out, was Paul’s “secretary” or scribe, 
who wrote while Paul dictated. A scribe with the skill 
of writing neatly and compactly could conserve space 
on the (expensive) scroll. It may also be that Paul’s 
physical condition (his “thorn in the flesh” in 2 Cor. 
12:7 – an eye problem?) made writing difficult and 
necessitated a helper.

To WHOM was it written? “To all those in Rome who 
are loved by God and called to be saints” (1:7). 
Most scholars believe the congregation at Rome 

was predominantly Gentile. Jews, however, likely 
constituted a substantial minority. Paul’s mention of 
Abraham as “our forefather according to the flesh” 
(4:1) implies that there were Jews among his readers. 
More telling is that Paul devotes significant space 
to the ultimate fate of the Jews (Chapters 9–11) 
and to issues that arose between Gentiles and Jews 
(Chapters 14–15). 

WHERE was Paul when he wrote Romans? He was 
most likely at Corinth on his third mission journey. 
He indicates that his work is almost finished and that 
“Macedonia and Achaia” have already made their 
contributions to the offering he was gathering for the 
relief of the church in Jerusalem (15:25–28). A strong 
piece of evidence for Corinth is the mention of Phoebe 
(16:1), a deaconess at Cenchreae, Corinth’s eastern 
port, who may have been the bearer of this letter to 
Rome. Two other names, Erastus and Gaius (16:23), 
probably have Corinthian connections. Erastus was a 
prominent citizen whose name is mentioned in a Latin 
inscription found in 1929 in Corinth. Gaius is likely the 
same man listed in 1 Cor. 1:14 as one of those few 
Paul baptized at Corinth.

The WHERE information probably also answers the 
WHEN question. Paul’s third mission journey, which 
concluded with his bringing of that offering to 
Jerusalem, is traditionally dated AD 53–57, more than 
twenty years after the crucifixion and resurrection of 
Jesus. This letter would be from the latter years of 
that journey, as Paul finalized his work.

The most difficult of the “five W’s” is the why 
question. WHY did Paul undertake the writing of this 
massive and highly systematic epistle? 

We are quite certain that Paul had not yet visited 
Rome. He says as much in 1:10–13 and adds that 
he has “been prevented” from coming but is “eager” 
to meet them and preach to them. At the very least, 
then, this epistle would serve as an introduction to 
his hoped-for personal ministry there. Since they have 
not met him in person, this letter serves to establish 

i n t r o d u c t i o n
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his credibility, explain his teaching for them, and seek 
their approval. Further, he is not hesitant to reveal to 
them his plan to make a further journey to Spain. The 
wording in 15:24 (“to be helped on my journey there”) 
implies his request for their financial support in that 
endeavor. Nothing shy about Paul!

Some commentators assert that there is another 
reason for this letter. They say that Paul is responding 
to information he has received about the church in 
Rome, in particular, that he knows there is some 
friction between the Jewish and Gentile believers. He 
is making an appeal to them to welcome one another 
and avoid quarrels (14:1) and to live in harmony 
(15:5–7). Thus, he “pastors” them even before he 
meets them.

There remains one last, obvious “W” – WHAT is 
the shape and content of this letter? Many writers 
have taken a stab at drawing up an outline for this 
immensely rich and systematic epistle. Let’s take a 
look at one such outline provided by the Concordia 
Self-Study Bible, a book available and in use in many 
Lutheran churches. The outline focuses on a key word 
in Romans, the word “righteousness.” An abbreviated 
outline is as follows (CSSB p. 1716):

I Introduction (1:1–15)

II Theme: Righteousness from God (1:16–17)

III The Unrighteousness of All Mankind (1:18–
3:20)

IV Righteousness Imputed – Justification 
(3:21–5:21)

V Righteousness Imparted – Sanctification 
(6:1–8:39)

VI Righteousness Vindicated: the Problem of 
the Rejection of Israel (Chapters 9–11)

VII Righteousness Practiced (12:1–15:13) 

VIII Conclusion (15:14–33)

IX Commendation and Greetings (Chapter 16)

While there is no single, authoritative outline, having 

a look at this one or some other can begin to alert the 
student to things that other students have noticed as 
they made their journey through Romans earlier. It’s like 
talking to someone who has lived or traveled where you 
are about to vacation. They have ideas on what to look 
for, and you may find their observations a help as you 
undertake the same adventure.

SOME EXPLANATIONS AND A CHALLENGE 
An adventure this certainly will be! Not merely mind-
filling, we hope, but life-changing and faith-deepening 
as well. The investment of your best effort will yield 
dividends during this study and in the years thereafter.

Unless otherwise specified, the text for our study 
together will be the ESV. Personal application questions 
will propel you into the text of Romans and other 
scriptural citations as you prepare for the coming 
lesson. They will also challenge you to think about your 
faith and life as you meet the world week by week. 
There will normally be a dozen or more questions for 
each lesson. That will provide plenty to think about.

Speaking of challenges, here’s one from Dr. Martin 
Luther himself. Read the following quote, and ponder 
what Luther urges:

This epistle is really the chief part of the New 
Testament and the very purest Gospel, and is 
worthy not only that every Christian should know it 
word for word, by heart, but occupy himself with it 
every day, as bread for the soul. (LW 35:365)

Luther is thinking large, urging us to know the ENTIRE 
epistle, “word for word, by heart”! Most of us would 
dismiss this out of hand as a Mt. Everest-sized task. 
Instead of tackling that enormous mountain, how about 
a foothill or two? Want to take on a chapter? Or at least 
a few verses? To that end, I will place before you a 
single verse from each chapter that would be a place 
to start. Sure, it’s optional. But it could prove to be a 
personal treasure for you or someone you love. You’re 
never too old to do this. I’m convinced you’ll find a 
blessing in it!

i n t r o d u c t i o n
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 1:1–17

Lord God, who caused all Holy Scripture to be written for our instruction, 
grant us grace to read and understand it that we experience Your 

saving power and find our joy in it! In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review:
1. What are two new things you have already learned about the epistle to the Romans?

Romans 1:1–7
2. Paul’s first word of self-description is “servant” (the Greek word doulos literally means “slave”). What might be 

a reason Paul chooses to use that word first?

3. Three times in these verses, Paul uses the word “called.” The last two uses apply to the readers (verses 6–7). 
To what are they (and we) “called”? 

4. A striking phrase in 1:5 is “the obedience of faith.” How does Paul mean obedience and faith to be related? On 
which word do you personally place more emphasis?

5. What is meant by “saints” (verse 7)? Who are they? Even some of us who have long been Christians are 
not accustomed to calling ourselves “saints.” What, if anything, makes you hesitant to use that word about 
yourself?

Romans 1:8–15
6. How many times does Paul use first-person pronouns (“I” and “my” and “mine”) in this section?

 How many times does he use second-person plural pronouns (“You” and “your”)?

 What’s the reason for that?

7. List some lessons a pastor could learn from these verses about the conduct of his ministry.

8. Which of the verses in this section implies that the readers are primarily Gentiles?

9. Paul says he hopes for a “harvest.” The Greek word literally means “fruit.” What do you think he means? 

LWBS4
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Romans 1:16–17 
10. Paul uses the word “gospel” in verse 16. He has already used it in verses 1 and 15. In 25 words or fewer, write 

what the word “Gospel” means to you.

11. He says that the Gospel “is the power of God.” What other sources of power is the church today tempted to 
substitute for the Gospel?

12. When I think of being “saved,” I think chiefly in terms of being saved from:

 a) A guilty conscience

 b) The dangers of a hostile world

 c) The fear of death

 d) The wrath of God 

 e) Or?

13. Paul says that salvation comes “to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” Why this order?

14. How would you define “righteousness”? (Check its usage in Jer. 23:6; Matt. 6:1; Rom. 4:3; 2 Cor. 5:21) 

15. Paul loves to cite the Old Testament for his readers. What Scripture is he citing in verse 17? Read the verse in 
its original context there.

16. What will you take away from this lesson?

Finally, a suggested verse for memorizing, if you accept the challenge:

Romans 1:16a For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 
believes…

r o M A n S  1 : 1 – 1 7
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ESTABL ISH ING A RELAT IONSHIP  –  ROMANS 1:8–15 7

THE DYNAMITE –  ROMANS 1:16–17 8

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 1:18–32 10

T H E I MP ORTA NCE OF I N T ROD UCT IONS
Life is a series of introductions. New parents get the thrill of introducing 
their baby to the whole world of sights, sounds, and experiences. A 
teacher introduces herself to a room of wide-eyed children on the 
first day of school. A young man introduces his nervous fiancée to his 
parents. Advertisers introduce new automobiles and electronic gadgets 
to a waiting public. A pastor introduces himself to the congregation he is 
about to serve.

That last scenario is actually what today’s study is all about. “Pastor” Paul 
is introducing himself and his message to a congregation he hopes to 
meet in person soon. The epistle to the Romans is one mighty, meaty letter 
of introduction. As we’ll soon see, it’s a “dynamite” introduction! His letter 
to them is still reverberating with the explosive power of that dynamite in 
hearts and minds almost 2,000 years later. That letter is still introducing 
people to the wondrous Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

PAU L I N T ROD UCES H I MSELF 
ROMans 1:1–7
First, Paul introduces himself. Stop to consider how you’d introduce 
yourself to a prospective employer or a first date. Would you be bold? 
Careful? Transparent? What words would you choose to lay out who you 
are and what you’re all about? 

“I am not ashamed of the gospel, for 
it is the power of God…”  

R O M A N S  1 : 1 6
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Now look at the words Paul chose. The first is 
“servant.” In Greek, it’s even more striking. The 
word is doulos, which can also mean “slave.” 
Rome, in Paul’s day, had a population approaching 
one million people. Demographers estimate that 
30% of those were slaves. It is almost certain 
that a significant number of the people in the 
congregation at Rome were slaves. They would 
understand that Paul was saying he no longer 
belonged to himself. Paul, as “slave,” was totally 
given over to the service of his new master Jesus. 

There may be another reason for this term. William 
Barclay points out that in the Old Testament, “slave” 
(or “servant”) is a regular word to describe God’s 
appointed leaders and spokesmen. Moses (Joshua 
1:2) and Joshua (Joshua 24:29) were both servants 
of God. The prophets were designated as God’s 
servants (see Amos 3:7 and Jer. 7:25). Paul sees 
himself as part of that company of “servants” who 
speak on God’s behalf.

A second term Paul employed is the word “called.” 
Three times in seven verses he uses it, first about 
his own call to be an “apostle” (v. 1), then twice 
about his readers. We understand Paul’s “calling” 
in the same way we say pastors receive a “call” to 
a particular congregation. We who are laypeople do 
not so frequently use it of ourselves, but we should! 
The Holy Spirit has “called me by the gospel” (Small 
Catechism). The Greek word for “church” (ekklesia) 
literally means “the called-out.” We are called out 
of one thing, “darkness,” and into another, “light” (1 
Peter 2:9). 

What are the Roman readers called into? Sainthood! 
Here, in verse 7, Paul tells his readers that they 
are called to be “saints,” a word that some of us 
are hesitant to embrace. We may have in our heads 
the sort of definition provided by a confirmation 
student: “a saint is a really good dead person.” 
Dead? Certainly not in 1 Timothy 5:10, where the 
saints need to have their feet washed! Here in 
Romans and elsewhere, the word “saints” could 

also be translated “holy ones.” That holiness, Paul 
will make clear later, is not an accomplishment of 
religious super-heroes, but the gift Jesus came to 
impart (Eph. 5:25–26) — the washing of a whole 
life and not just the feet.

Paul expresses his goal for his readers another way, 
saying he wants to “bring about the obedience of 
faith” (v. 5). Which of these two words would YOU 
stress? Our tendency as Lutherans is to focus on 
faith and place it prior to obedience, separating 
words that are really two sides of the same coin. 
The result is that we neglect the “obeying” that 
is there when faith is there (as light and heat are 
there when the sun shines). Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
explained it thus: “Only the obedient believe, and 
only the believing obey” (The Cost of Discipleship). 
Luther somewhere remarked, “We are not saved 
by faith and works, but by a faith that works.” Paul 
calls it “the obedience of faith.”

ESTA B LISH I NG A R EL AT IONSH I P 
ROMans 1:8–15
Having introduced himself, Paul boldly lays out his 
mission goals and goes immediately to work toward 
them. He knows he won’t accomplish anything 
without establishing a friendly relationship with the 
congregation. The relational bridge he builds to them 
is paved with personal pronouns. Though he has not 
yet met them, he employs 16 first person singular 
pronouns (“I,” “my,” “mine”) and 12 second person 
plural pronouns (“you” and “your”). All of them are 
Paul’s way of saying, “let’s have a relationship.” 

For his part, Paul is already in relationship 
with them. Already that relationship is valued. 
Accordingly, he does here what he does in every 
letter, except Galatians. He launches into a 
thanksgiving which is both intensely personal and 
transparently emotional. “I thank my God through 
Jesus Christ for all of you” (v. 8). Already they are 
in his prayers (v. 10). Already Paul is emotionally 
invested. “I long to see you” (v. 11). 
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This section is a model for pastors in the conduct 
of their ministry. What congregation wouldn’t 
love to welcome a pastor who displayed such 
a thankful spirit? What congregation wouldn’t 
be encouraged by a pastor who lifted them in 
prayer, even before he met them? In his book Life 
Together, Bonhoeffer reminds pastors that they 
are never to be the congregation’s “accusers” 
but always “intercessors.” What congregation 
wouldn’t be motivated to do its part by a pastor 
who was humble enough to acknowledge that 
ministry is a two-way street: “that we may be 
mutually encouraged by each other’s faith” (v. 
12)? Paul ends the section sounding like a man 
fresh out of seminary, “I am eager to preach the 
gospel to you” (v. 15). If I were a member of that 
congregation, I’d be thinking he couldn’t get here 
soon enough! 

Paul’s personal interest in them is no act. He 
already knows a good deal about them, likely 
from friends like Aquila and Priscilla who had 
lived in Rome for a time. Paul knew they were a 
largely Gentile congregation. In verse 13, he says 
he wants to reap his harvest “among you as well 
as among the rest of the Gentiles.” He knows that 
some are not Gentiles and not everything is rosy. 
There is pointed discussion in Chapters 14–15 
of conflicts over foods and holy days that likely 
grew out of the differences between Jewish and 
Gentile believers, an issue seemingly everywhere 
in the infant church.

He already has thought about and strategized 
his mission. The basic shape of it will be to reap 
some “harvest” (literally “fruit”) among them. In 
the Bible, the mission task of the church is often 
framed in agricultural terms. Jesus speaks of 
a plentiful “harvest” in need of workers (Matt. 
9:37). There is a harvest of new believers Paul 
surely hopes to reap. He may be using the 
word “fruit” also in its customary sense of the 
“good works” (Matt. 7:16). Those good works 
would necessarily include a more harmonious 

relationship within the congregation itself as it 
seeks to resolve the aforementioned differences.

T H E DY N A MI T E 
ROMans 1:16–17
Paul has introduced himself and begun to 
establish a relationship with them. Now comes 
the “dynamite” introduction of the message 
he wants to preach. “I am not ashamed of the 
gospel, for it is the power of God…” (v. 16). 
“Power” translates the Greek word dynamis, from 
which we get that explosive word “dynamite.” It 
is a word the church desperately needs to hear in 
a time when churches are grabbing at whatever 
tools or approaches will empower a renewal in 
their life and mission. People ponder, “What can 
we use?” Traditional liturgy or contemporary 
music or maybe a blend of the two? A pastor 
conversant with church growth strategies? Lay 
leaders attending workshops on leadership, 
or reading just the right books on reaching 
Generation X or Millennials? 

“Whoa!” Paul seems to say to them and us. It is 
not the eloquence of the preacher that does it. 
It’s the dynamite message of the Savior! It is not 
the proper use of church growth principles that 
changes lives. It’s the dynamite proclamation 
of His forgiving love. It’s not the rhythms of the 
praise team, the soaring architecture, or the fine-
tuned piety of the congregation. It’s the Gospel!

Paul is, as they say, packing some serious heat 
with this Gospel he brings. This is already the 
fourth time he uses the word in this opening 
chapter. In verse 1, it was the “gospel of God.” 
In verse 9, it is “the gospel of his Son.” In verse 
15, it is simply “the gospel.” Now he begins to 
unpack it for them. 

We already know that Gospel means “Good 
News.” Most of us have memorized John 3:16 
as the one-verse summary of that news. Here 
in verse 17, Paul explains it with a meaning-full 
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word. In the Gospel, he says, “the righteousness 
of God is revealed.” The heart of the word 
“righteous” is the smaller word “right.” Being 
put into a right relationship with God is what 
his Gospel message is about. The root meaning 
might well be rendered “just,” a term from the 
courtroom where justice is done. The verbal 
form of “righteousness” is the word “justify.” A 
righteous person is one who has been justified.

In his early years in the Roman Catholic Church, 
Luther was taught that justification was a 
cleansing process by which God gradually made 
people more righteous (not unlike the washing of 
a very dirty shirt). By the time of their death, most 
people were still not fully purged of sin’s stains, 
a fact that necessitated a “purgatory” where the 
completion of that cleansing made them fit for 
heaven. But here in Romans, Luther discovered 
that the verb “justify” denoted a declarative act 
rather than a process. Not over long years, but 
all in a moment, God’s declaration “not guilty!” 
makes sinners righteous, puts them back into a 
right relationship with Him.

That declaration of God, and not a string of 
human accomplishments, is what makes the 
difference. That verdict is not to be achieved, but 
rather received! That brings us to the crucial role 
of faith. Four times in these two verses, Paul uses 
the word “believes” or “faith.” That faith is not 
itself a work at all, but the trusting reception of 
God’s amnesty declaration. Faith relinquishes all 
reward on the basis of one’s work, as if salvation 
were a wage, in order to grasp the verdict of 
righteousness God supplies. 

Paul says this salvation is given “to the Jew first 
and also to the Greek.” This combination recurs 
in 2:9, 10; 3:9; 10:12 and elsewhere as “Jew 
and Gentile.” By mentioning them together, he 
reminds readers that there is one God over all 
people, regardless of race. But in saying “Jew 
first,” he points out the role God gave His chosen 

people to be the vehicle for blessing the rest 
of the world. “Salvation,” Jesus Himself said, 
“is from the Jews” (John 4:22). The Savior who 
rescues all comes from Jewish fathers according 
to the flesh. Paul’s own mission strategy was to 
go first to the synagogues in the towns he visited. 
But there would be no difference in the way Jews 
and Greeks finally received that salvation.

All of that brings us at last to the theme of the 
entire letter of Romans: “the righteous shall 
live by faith.” It is the first of more than fifty 
quotations from the Old Testament Paul will use 
in Romans. Such quotes, in addition to their 
specific application, are Paul’s way of saying, 
“I’m not making any of this up! It has been there 
all along. It is God’s idea.” This first citation is of 
Habakkuk 2:4. The promise “shall live,” echoes 
how Jesus describes His mission in John 10:10: 
“I came that they may have life.” The quote from 
Habakkuk is deceptively complex. The verse’s 
original meaning could properly be rendered “the 
just shall live by his faithfulness.” Not simply 
the faith of the just person is in view, but also 
the faithfulness of God! What distinguishes 
the righteous from the wicked, according to 
Habakkuk, is that the righteous cling to the 
faithfulness of God in fearful times. 

Paul will spend the rest of this great letter 
detailing the relationship of such words — 
righteousness, faith, and life. One professor told 
this writer, “the first part of Romans expands 
upon ‘he who through faith is righteous,’ and the 
second part expands on ‘shall live.’”

Is your mind spinning? Be patient. Settle in 
for the long haul and let Paul do his careful 
work of spading the soil and planting the seed. 
Gardens don’t grow overnight. Neither does our 
understanding of the richly-nuanced message 
in Romans. There’s much more to come. The 
adventure is only just begun. 
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 1:18–32

Father, as I open this great letter once more, help me read with a 
receptive mind and heart. Hold up the mirror and show me the truth 

about this hurting world…and about me. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 
For Review:
1. What key words did Paul use to introduce himself in Chapter 1?

2. What words did he use to unpack the message he hoped to bring?

3. Review your memory verse from Chapter 1. The “challenge” will continue in Chapter 2. 

Romans 1:18–20
4. This section details God’s wrath. How does pop culture picture the “wrath of God” showing up in the world?

5. People like to say they don’t need church; they can worship God “in nature.” What CAN we learn about God 
from nature?

 What CAN’T be learned about God from nature?

Romans 1:21–32
6. This is Paul’s chronicle of the fall into sin (Genesis 3) and its impact. “Claiming to be wise” (v. 22) describes 

whom? 

7. What is the great sin mentioned repeatedly in the Old Testament? (Isaiah 44:9–20, for example, is an extended, 
impassioned diatribe against it.)

8. List several stories in the Old Testament that make reference to some of the images Paul has described. (Places 
to start include Ex. 32:1–4 and Dan. 3:1–7) 

9. Paul had some direct experience of this. Look up Acts 14:8–13. What “idolatry” was attempted there?

10. Idolatry has not disappeared in the 21st century. What “idols” do people today worship? 

LWBS10
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 What are you personally tempted to make into an idol?

11. Any religion is better than no religion. True or False? Why do you think people say this?

12. One word Paul uses for what happened in the fall is “exchanged.” What is exchanged for what in:

 Verse 23 for

 Verse 25 for

 Verse 26 for

13. What verb describes God’s response in verses 24–28? How many times is it used, and in which verses?

14. Some argue that the word “exchanged” applies only to consciously chosen homosexual acts, not to one’s innate 
orientation. How do you react?

15. Make a list of the words that Paul uses to describe what “life without God” is like, starting in verse 29. How 
many words or phrases are included? 

16. What is God’s verdict on “those who practice such things” (v. 32)?

17. They “not only do them but give approval to those who practice them” (v. 32). Give an example of how you see 
this happening today.

18. How did you feel as you read this section of Romans 1?

 Were you thinking primarily about others or about yourself?
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THREE-FOLD REBELL ION AND GOD’S THREE-FOLD RESPONSE  
ROMANS 1:22–28 13

IDOLATRY IN  FOCUS 14

HOMOSEXUAL ITY  IN  FOCUS 14

THE MOVIE ’S  MESSAGE — GOD’S VERDICT –  ROMANS 1:29–32 15

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 2:1–16  16

Brace yourself ! God is about to show you such 
a movie — a “sinnerama” of the carnage of sin 

and the wrath of God that follows. 

Fifty years ago, state troopers used to visit high school driver’s education 
classes. They showed grisly movies of highway carnage, hoping that the 
graphic images would provide sobering motivation for the students to drive 
with care. Brace yourself! God is about to show you such a movie – a 
“sinnerama” of the carnage of sin and the wrath of God that follows.

T H E W R AT H R EV E A LED AG A I NST “ W ISE FO OLS” 
ROMans 1:18–22
Paul has just announced that the righteous will live by faith. Now he 
abruptly turns to explain why the unrighteous will die. It’s a necessary 
backdrop to make clear the “why” behind the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The 
very righteousness of God which brings a believer from death to life must 
first pronounce a judgment of wrath on those who rebel and choose to live 
without Him. How does God’s wrath unfold in this “sinnerama”? 

Without mentioning Adam and Eve or the Garden of Eden, Paul manages to 
take us to the scene of the deadly crash known as “the fall into sin.” Roll 
that film! Where are we? It must be Eden, for we hear voices “claiming 
to be wise” (v. 22). We are listening to the serpent who pretended to 
dispense wise advice about God’s true intentions. We can also hear the 
voice of our mother Eve, who saw that “the tree was to be desired to make 
one wise” (Gen. 3:6) and so felt the allure of the forbidden fruit.

SINNERAMA! 

Romans
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But the journey that started in supposed wisdom 
soon ended in foolishness and death. In the 
beginning, our first parents knew God and even 
entertained Him as He walked in the garden in the 
cool of the day (Gen. 3:8). The serpent’s advice, 
however, seemed reasonable to Eve, and the 
fruit looked good. Like a giddy teen texting while 
driving, she plucked it and took a bite, unaware 
that she’d crossed the center line toward a frightful 
collision. She gave some to Adam. God’s express 
command was disobeyed. Their reasoning proved 
worthless (v. 21). The truth they had known in 
their sweet communion with God was suppressed, 
denied, forgotten. 

Should they have known better? Indeed so! People 
still say they DO know better. Many claim not to 
need church or the Bible; they can worship God “in 
nature.” To a point, Paul himself would agree. There 
is much to be learned about God from the natural 
world. God’s “eternal power (dynamis again, this 
time His creative energy) and divine nature” are on 
display in an unmistakable way (v. 20). We can read 
it clearly in the grandeur of Mt. Rainier, the Grand 
Canyon, and Niagara Falls. “For what can be known 
about God is plain to them” (v. 19). What cannot 
be learned by attentive observation of the natural 
world (1 Cor. 2:9) is how God finally chooses to 
show mercy to those who fail and fall, as Adam and 
Eve were about to do. Nature has much to say, but 
it will not speak the Gospel in our ears. 

They should have known better, but they did not. 
There came the fall, the disobedience, the quietly 
chosen rebellion there in Eden. They “did not 
glorify” Him. Instead, what happens in the next 
section is a trio of fateful “exchanges,” each of 
which exacts a wrathful response from God.

T H R EE-FOLD R EB ELLION A N D GOD’S 
T H R EE-FOLD R ESP ONSE 
ROMans 1:22–28
Automobile crashes are normally caused by foolish 
or careless decisions by a driver. This section 
details the fateful decisions that ushered death into 
the world. This section portrays a dramatic back-
and-forth between the rebellious human race and 
our righteous God. Three times the human rebellion 
takes the form of an “exchange” of good for bad. 
Three times God responds with… well, how DOES 
He respond? Watch the movie.

Our “sinnerama” camera keeps rolling as the 
story of God’s wrath unfolds. What does that 
wrath look like? Pop culture imagines that it’s a 
deadly plague, a massive earthquake, or a bolt of 
lightning. Golfer Lee Trevino was on the links one 
day when lightning flashed and thunder boomed 
nearby. “If God wants to play through,” said 
Trevino, “let Him play through!” But the wrath of 
God as recorded by Paul is nothing like that. It is 
more dreadful and far more lasting. Three times, 
as a response to humans’ foolish exchange of 
good for bad, God “gave them up.” He let them 
go. Confirmed their choice. Abandoned them to 
the consequences of their folly. Here’s the frame-
by-frame depiction of that three-fold sequence 
of human rebellion (HR) and divine response (DR) 
played out on the big screen:

HR #1 (v. 23) – People “exchanged” the glory of 
God for images.

DR #1 (v. 24) – God “gave them up” to impurity.

HR #2 (v. 25) – People “exchanged” God’s 
truth for a lie and worshipped and served the 
creature rather than the Creator.

Three times, as a response to humans’ foolish exchange of good for bad, 
God “gave them up.” He let them go. Confirmed their choice. Abandoned 

them to the consequences of their folly.
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DR #2 (v. 26) – God “gave them up” to 
dishonorable passions. 

HR #3 (vv. 26b-27) – People “exchanged” 
natural sexual relations for those contrary to 
nature.

DR #3 (v. 28) – God “gave them up” to a 
debased mind.

I D OL AT RY I N FO CUS
Paul may have begun this section with Eden’s 
disobedience in mind, but this “sinnerama” provides 
a wide-angle look at the human condition worldwide. 
Adam and Eve certainly “exchanged the truth of 
God” for the serpent’s lie (v. 25), but there is not 
yet mention in their story of the making of images. 
Full-blown idolatry comes into focus as time goes 
on. Aaron fashions a golden calf for the rebellious 
Israelites at Sinai (Ex. 32:4). Upon entering Canaan, 
the Israelites take up the regular worship of “the 
Baals and the Asheroth” (Judges 3:7). The prophet 
Isaiah goes on an extensive rant describing the 
process of making an idol and mocking its folly (Is. 
44:9–20). 

Idolatry earns top billing in the Old Testament as 
the “great sin.” Paul underlines that evaluation 
as he recounts the “exchanges” by which humans 
continually give away the priceless glory and truth 
of God and get nothing but what is impure and 
dishonorable in return. He may have been recalling 
his own experience in Lystra (Acts 14:8–13) where 
a crowd came close to “idolizing” him and Barnabas 
rather than worshipping the Creator.

We may mistakenly suppose that idolatry has 
disappeared in the 21st century. If you think so, 
consider that we are surrounded by more “images” 
than those old Israelites ever dreamed possible. 
Plastic cards with Visa, MasterCard and American 
Express logos. Billboard images of Bud Light and 
the latest lottery totals. TV screens with shiny 
cars, scantily-clad women, and “American Idol” 
contestants. Computer monitors with images that 

lure millions into pornography addiction. The world is 
still an idol-making assembly line. The “exchanges” 
are still busily being made.

Even the sacred precincts of our churches are 
not safe havens. Lay people often “idolize” their 
pastors and their programs and pastors idolize 
their statistics and their reputations. We are 
not safe just because we have “religion.” Much 
religion, in the Old Testament times and stil l today, 
is just carefully crafted idolatry. “Any religion is 
better than no religion” is a piece of the devil’s 
crafty propaganda. If it gives people a false sense 
of security, and if it erects a wall against hearing 
the truth God intends, “any religion” may be worse 
than having “no religion”!

HOMOSEXUA LI T Y I N FO CUS
Something noteworthy we observe here is that 
Paul specifically mentions homosexuality as an 
example of the fallen condition of humanity. This 
section of Romans 1 contains one of the clearest 
condemnations of homosexual behavior in the Bible 
(see also Lev. 18:22 and 1 Cor. 6:9), and in these 
times of changing societal mores, verses 24–27 
have attracted an enormous amount of attention. 
Many of those who respond seek to soften or even 
abrogate Paul’s censure altogether. To condemn 
homosexual behavior is not a license to hate or an 
excuse to bash anyone. That should be clear. But 
what are we to make of his words? 

Those who advocate the acceptance of “faithful” and 
“monogamous” homosexual relations or promote 
same-sex marriage seek to supply alternative 
interpretations. In his fine commentary on Romans, 
Dr. Michael Middendorf lists several, including these:

Paul is condemning only heterosexuals who 
behave as homosexuals.

Paul is condemning only abusive forms of such 
behavior (such as an older man abusing a 
young boy).

Paul is denouncing promiscuous behavior in the 
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same way he would denounce such abuses of 
heterosexual behavior.

Paul is limiting his condemnation to homosexual 
behavior overtly connected to idolatry. 

None of these narrower interpretations can be 
sustained on the basis of the text. Paul chiefly 
argues from design. He uses the word “nature” 
to say that heterosexual behavior accords with 
God’s original design for humanity. Even those 
who act “naturally” out of a same-sex orientation, 
he says, act against the design. In a similar way, 
kleptomaniacs and alcoholics are not free to steal 
or drink to excess because they are “oriented” 
that way. What’s more, there are no limiting 
circumstances mentioned in the condemnation, 
whether the age of the participants, the confining of 
it to a single partner, or the presence of idolatry. 

The church is not here called to condemn those 
who have a same-sex attraction. Instead, it calls 
them to live chastely. It is not the orientation but 
the behavior that is the point. When Paul uses the 
word “exchanged,” he is not describing someone’s 
individual life decision but is characterizing the fallen 
condition of our world, a change that transpired in 
history. The Creator’s will has been “exchanged” for 
our sinful human will. In his book Things That Count, 
ethicist Gilbert Meilaender writes: “By turning against 
the created meaning of our humanity as male and 
female, homosexual behavior claims the freedom to 
give our own meaning to life and thereby symbolically 
enacts a rejection of God’s will for the creation” (page 
69). Paul uses this sin as one example, but he has 
many others in view, as the next section makes clear.

T H E MOV I E’S MESSAGE — GOD’S 
V E R DICT 
ROMans 1:29–32
Some movies depict the world following a nuclear 
holocaust. There are shattered cities in a desolate 
landscape. Survivors wander aimlessly or resort 
to violence to survive. That’s the feeling in verses 
29–31, where Paul’s “sinnerama” takes us on a ride 

through the world after the devastation of the fall. In 
three verses we read no less than twenty-one terms 
that portray how things are because of the dreadful 
“exchange.” People are “filled with all manner of 
unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice…full of 
envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are 
gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, 
boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 
foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless.” 

It’s a breath-taking cast of characters! As if 
these unrighteous actors weren’t bad enough in 
themselves, he says, “they not only do them but 
give approval to those who practice them” (v. 
32). People have always sinned. But our era has 
brought an appalling rewrite of values. For many, 
morality is determined by poll numbers! Our society 
increasingly mocks traditional virtue while it holds 
up wrongdoers as celebrities and bold pioneers. 
And that cultural approval or disapproval, observes 
Michael Middendorf, “impacts the practice of, or 
abstention from, numerous activities (e.g., greed, 
abortion, sexual immorality, premarital sex and 
cohabitation, homosexual conduct, pornography, 
swearing, divorce, family abandonment…).” 

Most movies come to a moment when the “message” 
becomes clear to the viewers. A point is made. A 
verdict is rendered. Those high school students, 
after watching scenes of highway carnage, knew 
that the message was, “We need to drive carefully!”

The movie Paul shows us also has a message. 
We see God’s righteousness with stunning clarity, 
and the world’s unrighteousness in painful detail. 
We hear His verdict on “those who practice such 
things” (v. 32). They are without excuse (v. 20). They 
deserve to die! 

“They”? This is no movie from which we can walk 
away. What appears to be about someone else 
is about to become painfully personal. “They” is 
about to become “you”! Chapter two will bring the 
message home in unmistakable terms. 
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 2:1–16 

Lord, as I read this section, let it speak to my life. Give me a new 
awareness of the excuses I make and my responsibility to listen 

to my conscience. I ask it in the name of Jesus. Amen.
For Review:
1. What attributes of God can be “clearly perceived” (1:20) even by people who are not Christians or Bible 

readers?

2. What did humans lose in their rebellious “exchanges” (1:23–28)?

 What did they gain?

Romans 2:1–3 

3. What’s the most frequently used pronoun in 1:26–32?

 In these three verses?

 What do you think is the reason for the change?

4. According to verse 3 and Matthew 7:1–5, what is the great danger that attends passing judgment on others?

5. In your experience, what are some of the reasons outsiders “like Jesus but not the church” (as author Dan 
Kimball asserts)?

Romans 2:4–11
6. God’s “kindness” (v. 4) has a long-term purpose. What is it? 

7. Are you personally more motivated to change your behavior because of the threat of punishment or because of 
someone’s patient kindness?

8. In verse 5 and again in verse 16, Paul speaks of a special day when God will judge. What do we learn about 
that day in the following references from the prophets?

 Joel 2:31

LWBS16
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 Amos 5:18–20

 Obadiah 15

 Zephaniah 1:14–18 

9. What do we learn about God the Judge in:
 2:4

 2:5

 2:11

10. Does 2:6 contradict 1:16? If not, how are the two passages related?

Romans 2:12–16
11. To whom is Paul referring with the words, “all who have sinned without the law”?

 To whom when he says “all who have sinned under the law”?

12. In Romans 1:16, salvation comes to “the Jew first and also to the Greek.” According to 2:9, what else comes to 
“the Jew first and also the Greek”?

13. To me, “conscience” is (circle all that apply):

 a) a jangling alarm bell d) an effective deterrent

 b) a quiet warning light e) a nuisance

 c) always at work f ) something I rarely notice

14. How has this lesson helped you take a closer look at yourself?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 2:

Romans 2:4 Do you presume on the riches of his kindness and forbearance and patience, not knowing that 
God’s kindness is meant to lead you to repentance?
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JUST ICE — EV ERYON E WA N TS TO W EIGH I N !
Justice is important! Mechanisms for adjudicating conflict and determining 
blame are crucial if we are to have a civil society. The judicial branch is 
one of three branches of the United States government. Our legal system 
provides for federal, state, and local courts presided over by judges, along 
with lawyers who can prosecute and defend. The dockets are always full. 

That people have great interest in this process is evident in the perennial 
popularity of TV shows like Perry Mason and Judge Judy, books by John 
Grisham, and TV coverage of dramatic cases like the Watergate hearings 
or the O. J. Simpson trial. We are not merely interested. We are involved! 
We like to do our own judging. Everyone has an opinion, and we are 
generally quick to form our judgments and announce our verdicts. We start 
as small children (“It’s your fault!”). Our readiness, even eagerness to 
pass judgment continues into adulthood.

Have you noticed that making judgments is more common among 
outwardly good, religious people than among the manifestly wicked? The 
story Jesus told of the two men who went to the temple to pray (Luke 
18:9–14) is an ancient illustration of that truth. Unfortunately, that pattern 
continues. One of the common criticisms leveled at the church these days 
is that Christians are too “judgmental” toward others (as Dan Kimball 
recounts in his book They Like Jesus But Not the Church). In Romans 2, 

Paul is trying to bring his readers to a general 
acceptance of the truth of God’s just retribution — 
that people will in fact get what’s coming to them! 

God does indeed reward good and punish evil.

JUDGMENT FOR THE JUDGMENTAL 

Romans
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Paul tackles the subject of judgment, judgmental 
people, Judgment Day and the Judge Himself.

TA RGET: T H E JU D GMEN TA L 
ROMans 2:1–3 
We were moving easily through the end of chapter 
one, nodding knowingly as Paul ticked off his list of 
wrong-doers, the usual suspects, those “gossips, 
slanderers, haters of God” and all the rest of that 
crowd. We grunted approval to hear Paul’s verdict: 
“those who practice such things deserve to die” 
(1:32). Let ‘em have it! Hang ‘em high!

But now the very first words of Romans 2 ring out 
like a gunshot, and there’s no doubt about the 
target. The pronouns announce it. No longer are 
we reading about what “they” do. Now it’s all about 
“you” (second person singular — seven times in 
the first three verses of Chapter two). Paul says, in 
effect, “You! Yes, I mean YOU doing the judging!” 
Is there any one of us who ought not to suddenly 
cringe to read these words? We’ve been caught in 
the act. It’s what Nathan the prophet announced to 
guilty King David, “You are the man!” (2 Sam. 12:7). 
He said that, incidentally, just after David passed 
angry judgment against a sheep-stealing rich man 
in Nathan’s story. We are numbered with David 
among the judgmental who are to be judged.

In this section on judging, Paul is not speaking of 
the necessary and loving practice of admonition 
undertaken by Christian parents as they rear their 
children, or by those in the fellowship of faith who 
must endeavor to correct and restore a sinning 
brother (Matt. 18:15–18 and 1 Cor. 6:1–7). What 
is in view, rather, is our propensity to evaluate 
behavior that is unclear or motives we cannot 
see - to become, as they say, the judge, jury, and 
executioner of another person. Jesus does not say 
there should be no “judging” at all, but that we 
must be exceedingly careful attempting it. He said 
there is great danger for us in doing so “for with 
the judgment you pronounce you will be judged” 
(Matt. 7:2). 

What should make us tremble is the realization that 
“you, the judge, practice the very same things” (v. 
1). So that we cannot miss Paul’s point, he repeats 
it in almost the same words two verses later: “You 
who judge those who practice such things and 
yet do them yourself” (v. 3). It’s bad enough that 
we judge others. Even worse, he says, is that we 
commit the same sins. Our non-believing neighbors 
and acquaintances know hypocrisy when they see 
it, and for many of them it’s a deal-breaker when it 
comes to involvement in the church.

“Do you suppose…that you will escape the 
judgment of God?” (v. 3). Did you hear that? “The 
judgment of GOD”! He’s the Judge. That means 
we aren’t. Those who presume to judge others are 
usurping the rightful place that belongs only to God 
the Judge. He alone “looks on the heart” (1 Sam. 
16:7). He alone knows who are really His (2 Tim. 
2:19). Those who have sat in a courtroom realize 
what a presumptuous thing it would be to interrupt 
the proceedings and utter our opinion while the 
judge is still hearing testimony. The rule is crystal 
clear: keep silence or leave the courtroom! The 
judge will do the judging.

A CLOSER LO OK AT T H E JU D GE 
ROMans 2:4–11
There comes a day in court when the verdict is 
rendered and sentence pronounced. In the divine 
courtroom, God the Judge has appointed a “day of 
wrath when…judgment will be revealed” (v. 5). We’ll 
say more about Judgment Day later, but first we 
attend to Paul’s description of the Judge Himself.

The most basic requirement of a judge is that he 
be impartial. The blindfolded statue of “justice” 
on the Supreme Court building in Washington, 
D.C., is a vivid representation of this ideal. In 
God’s courtroom, says Paul in Galatians 3:28, 
there is “neither Jew nor Greek.” Though God 
prepared a sequence in salvation’s arrival “to the 
Jew first and also to the Greek” (1:16), it is plain 
here that punishment will also be delivered in the 
same sequence “for…the Jew first and also the 
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Greek” (v. 9). “For God shows no partiality” (v. 11). 
The older translations say He is no “respecter of 
persons.” That truth was enacted before Peter in 
Acts 10, when God sent a vision of a sheet full 
of animals clean and unclean to demonstrate the 
equal accountability of Jews and Gentiles in the 
eyes of God.

Yes, God is impartial, but He is not simply a 
stickler for “law and order.” He’s a Judge with a 
heart for everyone who comes before His bench. 
We are not case numbers, but creatures He made 
and loves. Paul opens to us the heart of God the 
Judge. He speaks of the “riches of his kindness and 
forbearance and patience” (v. 4). God is not being 
soft on wrongdoing! His kindness has a gracious 
goal: “God’s kindness is meant to lead you to 
repentance.” 

The word “you” signals that the entire section is 
very personally directed at us. What motivates you 
to change your behavior? Do you react more readily 
to the threat of punishment or to the realization 
of someone’s kindness? Paul elsewhere answers 
the question by saying, “the love of Christ controls 
us” (2 Cor. 5:14), a sweet articulation of how this 
kindness is intended to work for the believer. Even 
Aesop (in his fable of the wind and sun) knew 
that the warmth of the sun was stronger than the 
howling of the wind in influencing behavior. Let the 
sun of God’s kindness warm you, Paul might say. 
But he is not hesitant to sound a warning for those 
who refuse to let the Gospel of Jesus move them: 
“you are storing up wrath for yourself” (v. 5).

T H E ROLE OF WOR K S 
We humans like to think we deserve some credit. “I 
just want what’s coming to me!” We assume there 
is considerable measurable good in our personal 
ledger book and that it will tilt the scale in our favor. 
This idea needs examining. What’s the role of good 
works in God’s courtroom? Won’t good deeds count 
for something on Judgment Day? 

Paul answers directly. “Yes,” he says, God “will 
render to each one according to his works” (v. 
6). We are initially taken aback. How does this 
square with “to everyone who believes” in 1:16 and 
“by grace you have been saved through faith” in 
Ephesians 2:8? 

A common explanation is that good works are the 
“evidence” that a person either believed in Christ or 
did not. In a courtroom, jurors wait to hear and see 
evidence that will establish the guilt or innocence 
of the defendant. Jesus Himself warns that at the 
judgment there will be people who claim to be 
His, but who did not “walk the walk” (see Matthew 
7:21–23). “Faith by itself, if it does not have 
works,” James said flatly, “is dead” (James 2:17). 
The Apology of the Augsburg Confession goes so 
far as to say that good works are meritorious, not 
for salvation, but for other physical and spiritual 
benefits (Ap IV, 194). 

Paul does not want to supply a final answer about 
the role of faith and works too quickly. That will 
come in Chapter three. For now, he allows his 
readers to imagine two groups:

a. those who “by patience in well-doing 
[good works!] seek for glory and honor and 
immortality” (v. 7); and 

b. those who are “self-seeking and do not obey 
the truth, but obey unrighteousness” (v. 8).

Paul is trying to bring his readers to a general 
acceptance of the truth of God’s just retribution - 
that people will in fact get what’s coming to them! 
God does indeed reward good and punish evil. 
Soon enough Paul will demonstrate that pursuing 
“glory and honor and immortality” by persistently 
doing good (2:10) finally applies to no one at all! 
For now he is patiently laying the groundwork for 
the devastating diagnosis, “all have sinned and fall 
short” (3:23). 
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W H AT T R A NSPI R ES ON JU D GMEN T DAY 
ROMans 2:12–16 
The time appointed for such retribution is Judgment Day. Paul describes it as a “day of 
wrath” (v. 5) when “God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus” (v. 16). Paul wasn’t 
the first to speak this way. The Old Testament prophets routinely pointed to the “Day of 
the Lord.” That day, warned Zephaniah, will be a “day of wrath,” sudden, universal, and 
dreadful (Zeph. 1:14–18). It will enact retribution, said Obadiah, anticipating the Golden 
Rule: “As you have done, it shall be done to you” (Obad. 15). Amos warns people who say 
they are eager for it that it will bring them a surprise: “darkness, and not light, as if a man 
fled from a lion, and a bear met him” (Amos 5:18–20)!

Paul echoes the prophets. Jewish readers of Paul’s letter, who had grown up being taught 
that God would let His chosen people off easy, might have felt serious discomfort hearing 
Paul insist that Judgment Day would bring everyone alike before the Judge. Those “under 
the law” (Jews) who have sinned will be held accountable no less than those who have 
sinned “without the law” (Gentiles).

All will stand fully exposed before the Judge. No “secrets” (v. 16) will be hidden on that 
day! All will see “the whole truth and nothing but the truth.” Jews will be judged by 
the “law” they were given (v. 12). Gentiles who would excuse themselves because they 
“do not have the law” (v. 14) do in fact have a kind of “law” written inside them called 
a conscience. The word “conscience” (the word means “knows with”) is a source of 
awareness of right and wrong, even for people who never learned the Ten Commandments. 
“Your conscience takes up more room inside you than anything else,” says the old man in 
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. That voice, says Paul, may “accuse” or “excuse” (v. 
15). Is your conscience working? Is it a quiet warning light or a jangling alarm bell? Does 
it nudge you, or do you ignore it? Jiminy Cricket sang, “Always let your conscience be your 
guide.” For those who aren’t schooled in God’s Law, it’s at least a place to start. 

Those who are schooled in the Law are about to be addressed directly. In the next lesson, 
Paul enters a pointed dialogue with his Jewish readers.

As we close, we need a word we can take hold of. In this section full of judgment, there 
comes a hint of the good news to come. We hear Paul say that God will judge the secrets 
of men “by Jesus Christ” (v. 16). It is a glimpse (only three words!) of coming grace. There 
is hope for all of us judgmental folks, but we will have to wait until Chapter three to hear it 
plainly spoken that we are “justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is 
in Christ Jesus” (3:24).
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION  
ROMans 2:17–3:8

Lord God, through Your Word, speak to me in a personal way. Open my ears. Soften my 
heart. Humble my pride. Work Your will in me. I ask it in the name of Jesus. Amen.

For Review:
1. Why do judgmental people have “no excuse” before God? (2:1–5)

2. What are two distinguishing characteristics of God the Judge?

3. Share new insights you gained about “conscience” and the role it plays.

Romans 2:17–24
4. Paul presents his case in the form of a dialogue with an imaginary Jewish opponent. According to verses 

17–20, how could that opponent complete this sentence: “I can stand unafraid before God because I… ”

5. Who do you suppose is meant by “the blind…the foolish…infants”?

6. List any advantages you had in your growing-up years that gave you a similar sense of confidence before God.

7. Paul lists three examples in which Jews might not be practicing what they preach. Could you make a similar list 
of how Christians today commonly do not practice their preaching?

8. According to verse 24, what results when God’s people live lives that do not match their professed beliefs? 

Romans 2:25–29
9. Read Genesis 17:1–14. What was the original purpose of circumcision?

10. The Jews regarded circumcision as a kind of “guarantee” of their good standing. What, according to Paul, could 
invalidate circumcision? (v. 25)

11. Read Deuteronomy 30:6. What does Paul mean by saying “circumcision is a matter of the heart”? (v. 29)

LWBS22
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Romans 3:1–8
12. Paul answers objections from his imaginary Jewish opponent. List the objection in:
 verse 1– (two of them)

 verse 3

 verse 5

13. What’s the advantage of being a Jew, according to verse 2? 

14. Paul makes another Old Testament citation in verse 4. What’s the source of the quote? (Check your Bible’s 
footnotes for this.) 

  Briefly compare the quote here with the original source and you will see the citation is not “word for word.” Can 
you think of possible reasons for this?

15. Paul’s chain of reasoning is more complex in this section and may leave some of us confused! Write down 
questions YOU have as you read through 3:1–8 and ask your small group or instructor to help you grow in your 
understanding.

16. Have you made any discoveries in these opening chapters of Romans that have surprised you?

r o M A n S  2 : 1 7 – 3 : 8

MichaeL KaSting 23

4



ADDRESSING MISPLACED CONFIDENCE – ROMANS 2:17–24 25

WHAT ABOUT C IRCUMCIS ION? –  ROMANS 2:25–29 26

MEET ING OBJECT IONS – ROMANS 3:1–8 26

FOOTNOTE ON OLD TESTAMENT C ITAT IONS 27

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 3:9–31 28

DISAGR E E MEN T A N D DI A LO GU E
How do we handle our disagreements? One standard response is 
aggression. Go to war! Attack your opponent and beat him into 
submission. The opposite tack is to withdraw. Take your football and go 
home. Disengage. In their most extreme form, these approaches end up in 
either murder or suicide.

Far better than aggression or withdrawal is dialogue, a way of choosing 
a leader or deciding on a course of action by arriving at a consensus. 
Dialogue can take the form of a casual conversation or a formal debate. 
During election cycles, we have grown accustomed to debates between 
candidates who tout their strengths and find fault with their opponents. 
The first presidential debate, the famous televised clash between Richard 
Nixon and John Kennedy, helped decide the election in 1960. As a nation, 
we’re still addressing and debating some heavy issues, including civil 
rights, the legalization of drugs, same-sex marriage, and immigration.

The Christian church in the first century faced a great issue too: what 
to do about the Gentiles? Jesus and the Twelve were all Jews. But 
Israel was an island in a sea of Gentile nations. The Acts of the Apostles 
records what happened when the Gospel was carried beyond Jerusalem 
“to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Along the way, God had a “dialogue” 
with Peter in the form of a vision on a rooftop (Acts 10) that propelled 

By the time Romans was written, there were questions 
still unanswered. How were Jewish and Gentile 
believers in Jesus to be related? What should be 

required of the Gentiles for inclusion in the church?

DIALOGUE WITH A JEW

Romans
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Peter into the home of a Gentile, Cornelius. Jesus 
encountered Saul of Tarsus and set him apart, as 
He explained to Ananias, as “a chosen instrument 
of mine to carry my name before the Gentiles” (Acts 
9:15). Saul became Paul, the spearhead of the 
Gentile mission.

As the apostle to the Gentiles, Paul had argued 
persuasively before the Jerusalem Council (Acts 
15) for the inclusion of Gentiles and for minimizing 
the requirements made on them. The council 
had reached consensus and made a decision 
for inclusion, along with some basic “mandatory 
minimum” requirements from the Law of Moses, but 
people needed to be persuaded. To be persuaded, 
they needed to understand what was at issue. 

By the time Romans was written, there were 
questions still unanswered. How were Jewish and 
Gentile believers in Jesus to be related? What 
should be required of the Gentiles for inclusion in 
the church? What was to become of the religious 
traditions of the Jews, especially circumcision, the 
rite of entry into the covenant?

In this lesson, we get to tune in to the debate as it 
played out in a “congregational” setting. Paul has 
not met the people in Rome, so he constructs an 
imaginary dialogue with a Jewish believer who has 
questions. 

A DDR ESSI NG MISPL ACED 
CO N FI DENCE 
ROMans 2:17–24
The dialogue begins in 2:17. Paul presents his case 
in the form of a dialogue with an imaginary Jewish 
opponent. That opponent is confident, even boastful 
about his spiritual standing. “You…brag about your 
relationship to God” (2:17 NIV). Paul could have 
been describing himself before his conversion on 
the Damascus road! He had lived the life of the 
self-righteous Jew: “a Hebrew of Hebrews…a 
Pharisee…blameless” (Phil. 3:5–6). 

Like a king with a string of honorifics, that boastful 
Jew claims four titles for himself. He thinks he is:

A guide to the blind,

A light to those who are in darkness,

An instructor of the foolish, and

A teacher of children.

It would be Gentiles, especially, to whom pious 
Jews would be referring as those blind, foolish 
infants. If you read these verses aloud, you can 
hear and feel the sarcasm in Paul’s description. His 
opponent is smug, sure of himself and his standing. 

There is nothing wrong, of course, with being a 
guide, a light, an instructor or a teacher! This list 
reminds us of the job description God gave the 
Suffering Servant in Isaiah 42:6–7: “I will give you 
as… a light for the nations [Gentiles], to open the 
eyes that are blind.” The problem is that instead of 
receiving such roles as a sacred trust from God, the 
opponent has presumptively claimed them because 
of his religious accomplishments. When Paul says, 
“you are sure” in verse 19, he uses a verb that 
means, “you have persuaded yourself.” Paul’s 
imaginary opponent was basing his confidence on 
himself. It was his pedigree, his knowledge, and his 
faultless obedience that made him confident before 
God. It was a confidence misplaced, resting on 
oneself and not on the gift and mercy of God. 

Let’s get personal. One doesn’t need to be an 
ancient Jew to have a misplaced confidence! A 
modern-day church member could do the same 
thing. Like the haughty Pharisee in the temple 
(Luke 18), we might recite our ecclesiastical 
accomplishments. If we listen to ourselves, we 
might hear a voice fishing for a compliment, or 
occasionally complaining that we haven’t been 
properly thanked. After all, “I worship every Sunday, 
sing in the choir, give generously, and help with 
VBS!” Good things all, of course, if we know 
ourselves forgiven sinners who are receiving mercy 
we did not deserve.
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Paul responds to his opponent with a string of 
probing questions (vv. 21–24) that all have this 
underlying theme: “Are you practicing what you 
preach?” We might flinch at some of these questions 
ourselves! “You…who teach others, do you not 
teach yourself? While you preach against stealing, 
do you steal? You who say that one must not commit 
adultery, do you commit adultery?” For some of us, 
the first thing such questions bring to mind are the 
notorious scandals surrounding televangelists like 
Jim Bakker and Jimmy Swaggart a generation ago 
and the decades-long problem of pedophile priests 
in the Roman Catholic Church. Lest we wind up 
congratulating ourselves that we are “not like other 
men,” we’d better look in the mirror and ask, “Lord, 
is it I?”

The bitter fruit of saying one thing and doing the 
opposite is that God is dishonored! His name is 
“blasphemed” in the public’s mind (v. 24). The 
source of Paul’s quotation is footnoted in most 
Bibles as Isaiah 52:5 (“all the day my name is 
despised”), but the quote is not exact, and there may 
be other passages in view (Ezek. 36:20–22 is one). 
But there’s no mistaking what he means, is there? 
Most of us know people who quit the church over 
the misbehavior of its members or even its pastor. 

W H AT A B O U T CI RCU MCISION ? 
ROMans 2:25–29
Paul’s dialogue now turns to something most Jews 
regarded as a kind of guarantee of their good 
standing before God: circumcision. There was 
no doubt of its importance in the Old Testament. 
Genesis 17:1–14 records the story of God making 
a covenant with Abram. The promise of abundant 
descendants is renewed. Abram’s name is changed 
to Abraham (which means “father of a multitude”) as 
a way of underlining the promise. Finally, the rite of 
circumcision is instituted as a sign of the covenant. 
It was for “every male” (even aliens!) and those who 
did not submit were to be “cut off” from Israel. It 
was to be an “everlasting” covenant. 

From God’s perspective, circumcision was a 
gracious seal on the kindness God had bestowed 
on Abraham and his heirs (as Paul will later explain 
in Rom. 4:11). The problem arises when people 
turn circumcision into a “good work,” making it just 
another of many things they do to impress God and 
others. If you’re going down that road (righteousness 
as an accomplishment, a work), says Paul, you’d 
better do it perfectly! Otherwise, circumcision is 
invalidated (v. 25). 

Now he says something astonishing, something 
that would shock any Jew who read his words. Real 
“Jewishness” (real religion!) is an “inward” matter, 
a “matter of the heart” (vv. 28–29). Having a heart 
for God matters more than circumcision. In fact, an 
uncircumcised person who has that kind of love for 
God and lives the spirit of the law can be regarded 
as “circumcised” without the act. A Gentile may be 
one of God’s people, while a circumcised Jew may 
not be! In the story of Jonah, even the pagan sailors 
on that storm-tossed ship gave God’s reluctant 
prophet a lesson (Jonah 1:4–10) in prayer and the 
fear of God. What Paul argues here will be developed 
more fully in Chapters 9–11, where Paul will actually 
re-define “Israel.”

All of this is not an invention out of thin air by Paul. 
Moses himself had said God would “circumcise your 
heart…so that you will love the Lord” (Deut. 30:6). 
Jesus also made one’s heart and what comes out 
of it a primary consideration in evaluating human 
behavior (Matt. 15:19). Reference to the heart 
means it’s a matter of motive. Paul’s words make 
us look in the mirror and ask: “What moves me to 
worship or serve on a committee?” “Why do I give an 
offering?” Am I doing this because I have a heart for 
God, or am I thinking, “What’s in it for me?” 

MEET I NG OBJECT IONS 
ROMans 3:1–8
Paul anticipates objections to his position. In 
Chapter three, he has his imaginary opponent give 
voice to a sequence of questions. In verse 3, the 
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opponent says, in effect, “If all this is true, then 
what good is it to be a Jew at all? What good is it 
to be circumcised?” British scholar William Barclay 
portrays the dialogue in his Letter to the Romans. 
This question and the ones that follow in verses 3 
and 5 are voiced this way by Barclay (excerpted from 
pp. 51–52):

Objector: The result of all that you have been 
saying is that there is no real difference 
between Gentile and Jew and that they are 
exactly in the same position. Do you really 
mean that?

Paul: By no means.

Objector: What, then, is the difference?

Paul: For one thing, the Jew possesses what 
the Gentile never so directly possessed – 
the commandments of God.

Objector: Granted! But what if some of the Jews 
disobeyed…and were unfaithful to God and 
came under his condemnation?…Does that 
mean that God has broken his promise and 
shown himself to be unreliable?

Paul: Far from it! What it does show is that 
there is no favoritism with God…The very 
fact that he condemns the unfaithful Jews 
is the best possible proof of his absolute 
justice…

Objector: Very well then! All you have 
done is to succeed in showing that my 
disobedience has given God an opportunity 
to demonstrate his righteousness… My sin 
is, therefore, an excellent thing! It has given 
God a chance to show how good he is! I 
may have done evil, but good has come of 
it! You can’t condemn a man for giving God 
a chance to show his justice!

Paul: An argument like that is beneath contempt! 

This dialogue is preparing the way for the case Paul 
is about to make for how the righteousness of God 
is given to us. The rest of Chapter 3 will show us the 

desperate need of sinful humanity and then bring 
us to the very heart of the Gospel message of our 
justification by God’s grace through faith alone — 
for both Jews and Gentiles.

FO OT NOT E ON OLD T ESTA MEN T 
CI TAT IONS
Along the way, Paul again quotes from the Old 
Testament. He affirms God’s truthfulness in verse 4, 
saying, 

“That you may be justified in your words, and 
prevail when you are judged.”

The footnotes in most Bibles identify the source 
as Psalm 51:4. Students will notice that here 
and elsewhere (the previous citation in 2:24, for 
example), the words Paul uses do not match the 
source exactly. Here is Psalm 51:4 (ESV):

“So that you may be justified in your words and 
blameless in your judgment.”

We are used to quoting sources precisely lest 
we be accused of twisting words. New Testament 
writers, however, had a looser approach to 
quotation. They might have simply wanted to give 
the general sense of things and not cite word-
for-word. According to the Concordia Self-Study 
Bible, they might “purposely (under the inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit) enlarge, abbreviate or adapt an 
Old Testament passage or combine two or more 
passages” (p. 1720).

There is something else readers of the New 
Testament must remember. Paul and other writers 
were writing in Greek. When they quoted the Old 
Testament, most were relying on a Greek translation 
of the Old Testament called the Septuagint. The 
Septuagint was a translation from the Hebrew into 
“common” Greek during the second century BC. 

Keep all this in mind as we proceed into the next 
part of Chapter 3, where Paul undergirds his urgent 
message about human sin with a whole string of Old 
Testament quotes. Be ready to mine the footnotes!

R o m a n s  2 : 1 7 – 3 : 8
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 3:9–31

Blessed Lord, Your Word is a gift I unwrap again just now. Grant 
that what I see with my eyes may find a place deep in my heart 

and produce fruit in my life. In Jesus’ Name. Amen.
For Review:
1. What are the questions raised by Paul’s imaginary Jewish opponent in Chapters 2–3?

2. Why would Paul argue against seeing circumcision as a “guarantee” of one’s standing before God? 

3. What’s the Septuagint, and why is it important?

Romans 3:9–20

4. Someone has called this section “the shattering indictment of humanity.” How many times in verses 9–12, does 

Paul use the pronouns? “all” _____ “none” (or “no one”) ____
 In both cases, he’s making the same point, namely…

5. At what point in your life did you come to a serious realization of your own sinfulness?

6. Jewish rabbis liked to underscore their arguments with a string of Scripture quotes. How many passages are on 

the “string” in vv. 10–18? _____ What OT references is Paul quoting?

 Helpful hint: use your Bible’s footnotes.
7. Imagine that a friend of yours said he didn’t like hearing “fear of God” in verse 18. How would you explain what 

those words mean to you?

8. According to verse 20, what’s the purpose of the law?

Romans 3:21–26
9. Ed McMahon used to introduce Johnny Carson with “And now, here’s Johnny!” Verse 21 begins with the words 

“But now…” What is here being introduced?

LWBS28
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10. Twice in these verses, we read the phrase “righteousness of God.” How would your understanding of this phrase 
change if it read “righteousness FROM God”?

11. Paul says that “all have sinned and fall short” (v. 23). According to Isaiah 59:2, what is the result of our sins?

12. The word “redemption” (v. 24) in Greek is a term borrowed from the slave market. The release of a slave was 
obtained by the payment of a “ransom.” Who are the slaves Paul has in mind? 

 What is the ransom? 

13. Verse 25 contains a word strange to our ears: “propitiation.” Look up this word in a dictionary (or “google” it). 
What words would make good synonyms?

Romans 3:27–31
14. When Luther translated verse 28, he added the word “alone” after faith, though it was not in the Greek text. Why 

might he have done that?

15. In verse 31, what’s the charge Paul anticipates from his opponents?

16. In this section of Romans, what was your biggest discovery?

 Your most puzzling question?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 3:

Romans 3:23–24 For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified by his grace as a gift, 
through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus.
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PAUL’S  SHATTER ING SUMMATION – ROMANS 3:9-20 31

LET THE GOSPEL MUSIC BEGIN!  –  ROMANS 3:21-26 32

BY FA ITH ALONE – ROMANS 3:27-31 33

F INAL THOUGHTS ON FA ITH AND GOOD WORKS 33

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 4:1-25 34

T H E H E A RT OF T H E GOSPEL
Sola Fide. “By faith alone.” If ever there was a Lutheran denominational 
motto, this is it! Many a poster on Sunday school walls bears those two 
Latin words that few of the students can read and fewer can translate. 
Many a stained glass window has a bright Luther rose surrounded by 
a golden halo with the words “Faith alone / Grace alone / Word alone.” 
Lutherans love those words.

We have come to the pulsing heart of Romans, to the place where Luther 
discovered the dynamite, to the engine that powered the Reformation. It all 
emanates from Romans 3, where Luther famously translated a key phrase 
in verse 28 “by faith alone.” Sola Fide became shorthand for the doctrine 
of justification by faith. According to the Augsburg Confession (article 
IV), justification is the teaching that “we receive forgiveness of sin and 
become righteous before God by grace, for Christ’s sake, through faith.” 
Luther called it “the article by which the church stands or falls,” and he 
willingly risked his life for it.

One can hardly do justice to such a chapter in a single lesson. Many of 
the words that have formed our foundational understanding of the Gospel 
are here: law, sin, righteousness, faith, justified, grace, redemption, and 
especially Jesus Christ. We must read slowly and meditate carefully as we 
encounter this portion of the Word of God. Mother got it right when she 
told us, “Chew your food well”!

In Christ’s sacrificial death, we 
are made one with God again.

SOLA FIDE: THE HEART OF THE GOSPEL

Romans
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PAU L’S SH AT T ER I NG SU M M AT ION  
ROMans 3:9-20
As if he were in a courtroom, Paul has 
painstakingly laid the groundwork for justification 
by faith by showing its absolute necessity. In 
Chapters 1-2, he has made God’s case against a 
sinful world in this progression:

God pronounces judgment against all the 
unrighteous, who are “without excuse” because 
the creation itself reveals Him plainly to them 
(1:18-32).

God pronounces judgment against all who judge 
others, whether Jews or Greeks,since all act 
against what they know to be right (2:1-16).

God pronounces judgment in particular against 
the Jew who relies on the Law, since he breaks 
that selfsame Law (2:17-3:8).

Now he comes, like a prosecutor, to his shattering 
summation of the lawbreakers, an indictment of “the 
whole world” (v. 19). The indictment leaves no one 
out. In verses 9-12, Paul uses the pronouns “none” 
or “no one” no less than 5 times. None is righteous! 
No one at all. To say it the other way, all are guilty. 
The pronoun “all” is used twice to underline the 
breath-taking scope of sin’s devastation. The 
Formula of Concord sums it up as our “total 
depravity” (FC SD II 10, 12). The headline from 
God’s courtroom reads: THE WHOLE WORLD STANDS 
CONDEMNED BEFORE GOD!

Prosecutors review the evidence for the jury. 
Jewish rabbis liked to underscore their points with 
a collection of Scripture quotes called a charatz, 
which means a “string of pearls.” There are seven 
“pearls” on Paul’s string in verses 10-18, all quoted 
from the Septuagint. Listen to the prosecutor’s 
charges against a sinful world:

Rom. 3:10 – “None is righteous, no, not one” 
(from Eccl. 7:20).

Rom. 3:11-12 – “No one understands; no one 

seeks for God” (from Ps. 14:1-3).

Rom. 3:13a – “Their throat is an open grave” 
(from Ps. 5:9).

Rom. 3:13b – “The venom of asps is under their 
lips” (from Ps. 140:3).

Rom. 3:14 – “Their mouth is full of curses and 
bitterness” (from Ps. 10:7).

Rom. 3:15-17 – “Their feet are swift to shed 
blood” (from Is. 59:7-8).

Rom. 3:18 – “There is no fear of God before 
their eyes” (from Ps. 36:1)

Normally, “fear of God” means a basic respect, even 
a sense of awe as we humans consider our standing 
before a holy God. But God gets not even that. He 
gets “no respect” from us!

This listing of scriptural charges is striking because 
it includes not a single quote from the Torah (the 
books of Moses). Most are from the Psalms. It’s 
clear that when Paul, in summary fashion, observes, 
“whatever the law says it speaks to those who are 
under the law” (v. 19), he is meaning “law” in a very 
broad sense as “the entire witness of Scripture.”

And what does the law show? The final phrase 
in Paul’s summation sounds almost academic: 
“through the law comes knowledge of sin” (v. 20). 
But this is no mere string of facts to be processed! 
This word, this “law,” is God’s mirror, held before 
us to show us the hideous truth about how far we 
have fallen. The “knowledge of sin” is to be a very 
personal realization of who we are in our encounter 
with God and His Word. At what point in your life did 
“sin” become more than an academic issue? Adam 
and Eve hid in dread among the trees of Eden after 
their fateful disobedience. Martin Luther says he 
“hated that righteous God.” Have you known a time 
when you wanted to run and hide, to crawl in a hole 
to avoid the gaze of God? If you say yes, you are 
ready to hear the next word.
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LET T H E GOSPEL MUSIC B EGI N ! 
ROMans 3:21-26
On The Tonight Show, Ed McMahon used to introduce Johnny Carson with, “And now, 
heeeeere’s Johnny!” Verse 21 begins with the electric words “But now….” Paul is introducing 
new music in a new key. The band begins to play. The joy of good news overtakes the 
recitation of sin and its shame in the first portion of the epistle. Middendorf suggests that 
whoever divided the chapters in Romans got it wrong. A new chapter ought to begin right here. 
“But now the righteousness of God has been manifested”! 

The word righteousness is courtroom language. The discovery that brought the Gospel home 
to Luther was that this righteousness is not simply “of God,” that is to say, something that 
God possesses (and we don’t!). Rather, he realized it is righteousness “from God,” given to us! 
What seemed, at first, like bad news, was in fact the very best news. The verb “justified” (v. 
24), from the same root as the noun “righteousness,” indicates not a process but a declaration. 
Justification is not the gradual “washing clean” of a sinner but a declaration from the Judge 
who says, “Not guilty!” In that moment, the accused becomes innocent.

God has not ignored sin but dealt with it finally and fully. Justice has been fully served in 
the atoning sacrifice of Jesus, in the shedding of His blood. Paul uses the wonderful word 
“redemption” in v. 24. The Greek term is borrowed from the slave market, where a slave’s 
freedom could be purchased by a ransom paid to the slave’s owner. The congregation at Rome, 
a city full of slaves, would understand this term well. Clearly, we sinners are the slaves under 
the power of sin, our dreadful master. Jesus’ blood is the enormously expensive price that was 
paid. First Peter 1:18-19 says it beautifully: “You were ransomed… not with perishable things 
such as silver or gold, but with the precious blood of Christ, like that of a lamb.” 

Paul picks up the sacrificial note as well with the word “propitiation” (v. 25, rendered “sacrifice 
of atonement” in the NIV), an offering that appeases or satisfies the wrath of God against us. 
It is a word from Israel’s worship. Leviticus 16:14ff. describes how, on the Day of Atonement, 
the high priest put the blood of that atoning sacrifice on the very mercy seat covering the ark 
of the covenant. Teachers have often put the word atonement before their students in this 
fashion: at-one-ment. In Christ’s sacrificial death, we are made one with God again. 

All of this is sheer gift! This good news is not for a limited time or a selected few. This 
gift of grace is for everyone, from now on. When Paul says there is “no distinction,” he 
almost certainly means “no distinction” between Jews and Gentiles. Both are guilty. He says 
memorably “all have sinned and fall short” (v. 23). Isaiah long ago opined that our sins have 
“made a separation” between us and God. It’s a Grand Canyon-sized gulf that not even an 
Olympian long jumper can begin to clear. And both Jews and Gentiles will be saved by faith. He 
says it explicitly in the next section (vv. 29-30). 
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BY FA I T H A LON E 
ROMans 3:27-31
Good as it is, this news will always meet resistance 
in human beings. We like to claim responsibility, 
especially for the good things that happen. Paul 
anticipates one objection when he asks, “Then what 
becomes of our boasting?” (v. 27). There was a kind 
of Judaism, William Barclay points out, that kept 
a kind of profit and loss account with God. In the 
end, a person might even think that God was in his 
debt! But the Jews had no monopoly on that kind of 
thinking. We say, or at least think, the same thing. 
“I deserve better than this!” we complain, as if God 
owes us something. 

Ah, but He does not! Boasting, says Paul simply, “is 
excluded” (by God). By the sheer necessity of our 
total depravity, boasting has been tossed from the 
playing field of human endeavor. All is (and must be!) 
a gift. As Paul elaborates on his response, he shows 
that there are two contradictory and competing ways 
to get into a right relationship with God. The “law [or 
principle] of works” and the “law of faith.” Choosing 
one eliminates the other as a way to get right with 
God. That’s why, when he translated verse 28 to 
read “by faith alone,” Luther demonstrated that he 
understood the mutual exclusivity of those two ways 
to get right with God. 

Such a dramatic pronouncement, of course, was 
bound to raise a serious objection from the Jews, 
an objection spelled out in verse 31: “Do we then 
overthrow the law by this faith?” The questioner is 
asking, “Then what’s the good of the Law, if all you 
need is faith?” In his day, Luther was accused by his 
Roman Catholic opponents of being an “antinomian” 
(against the Law) and making good works of no 
importance.

FI N A L T HO UGH TS ON FA I T H 
A N D GO OD WOR K S
It’s a charge we ought not lightly dismiss. The 
Christian life is a way of walking, not simply a way 
of talking! Jesus Himself warned that the one who 

finally entered the Kingdom would not be the one 
who mouthed, “Lord, Lord” but the one “who does 
the will of my Father” (Matt. 7:21). James 2:17 
famously declares, “faith by itself, if it does not have 
works, is dead.”

How do we put the two together? It will not do to 
count how many passages stress faith and how many 
stress works. It is the purpose each serves which 
we ought to explore. A simple way some teachers 
explain their relationship is the picture of a garden 
plant. Faith is the “root” and works are the “fruit.” A 
more nuanced answer is that the purpose of faith is 
to lay hold of the offered gift of righteousness God 
provides; the purpose of good works is not to get 
right with God but simply to please Him and help 
our neighbor. The works grow naturally when faith is 
alive and well. We Lutherans often quote Ephesians 
2:8-9: “For it is by grace you have been saved, 
through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the 
gift of God – not by works, so that no one can boast” 
(NIV). But we forget to finish the thought that follows 
in verse 10: “For we are God’s workmanship, created 
in Christ Jesus to do good works.” 

Luther put it simply when he said that “Faith is never 
alone” and somewhere else, “We are not saved by 
faith and works, but by a faith that works.” There is, 
obviously, a dead sort of faith that produces nothing, 
and a living faith that is fruitfully at work, as James 
is at pains to demonstrate. 

It would be well to ponder this matter for now. 
It would be beneficial to ask, “How fruitful am I? 
How eager is my faith to serve my great God and 
the neighbor who is near me?” If we do not take 
the Word personally, we’re not listening yet as we 
should! This question will return in the next chapter 
as we have a look at Abraham. Once more, we will 
address the question of the relationship between 
faith and works in his life and ours.
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 4:1-25

Lord, keep us steadfast in Your Word; curb those who by deceit or sword would 
wrest the kingdom from Your Son and bring to naught all He has done! In 

Jesus’ name. Amen. ( from a hymn by Martin Luther, LSB #655) 

For Review:
1. What is the “shattering summation” of Paul’s case against humanity?

2. From what settings were the following words taken:
 Justified? Redemption? Propitiation

3. Describe a helpful way to relate faith and works.

Romans 4:1-8
4. What comes to your mind when you hear “Father Abraham”? Are there any famous Americans with a similar 

stature?

5. Why does Paul choose Abraham as his example of faith?

6. Review the story of Abraham (Abram) in Genesis 15-17. What part of the promise God had made earlier 
(Genesis 12) did He repeat in 15:1-5?

 What was Abram’s response? 

 Abram was 75 when he first heard God’s promises (Genesis 12:4). How old were Abram and Sarai when 
Ishmael was born (16:16)?

7. In verse 4, Paul contrasts “gift” with “wages.” How would religion change for you if it were all a matter of 
“wages” instead of “gift”?

8. What’s the point of the quote from Psalm 32 in verses 7-8?

Romans 4:9-15
9. How old was Abram when he was finally circumcised? (re-visit Chapter 17)
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10. “Father” Abraham is spoken of here as the father of TWO groups. 
 Which group is mentioned in v. 11?

 Which group in v. 12? 

11. Is there some other person who is a model believer for you?

12. What does “where there is no law there is no transgression” (v. 15) mean?

Romans 4:16-25
13. Paul is referencing Abraham’s name change in verse 17. (Also Gen. 17:5).

 If the word “Ab” means “father,” what does “Ab-ram” mean?

 How about “Ab-raham”? (Genesis 17:5). 

 (For both, check the footnotes in Genesis 17 or other reference)
14. What does the word “dead” refer to in v. 19? 

 In v. 24? 

15. What have you been waiting on God for? Is there anything you hope for that seems “as good as dead”?

16. What in Abraham’s life could you see as instructive for you personally?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 4:

Romans 4:20 No unbelief made him waver concerning the promise of God, but he grew strong in his faith as 
he gave glory to God.
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ABRAHAM’S R IGHTEOUSNESS BY FA ITH –  ROMANS 4:1–8 37

R IGHTEOUS BEFORE C IRCUMCIS ION – ROMANS 4:9–12 38

R IGHTEOUS BEFORE THE LAW WAS G IVEN   
ROMANS 4:13–15 38

ABRAHAM: DEAD MAN HOPING!  –  ROMANS 4:16–25 39

A SONG FOR FATHER ABRAHAM 39

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 5:1–21 40

FAT H E R S OF A NAT ION
A generation ago in the United States, before political correctness told us 
we couldn’t, we spoke fondly of the “fathers” of our country. That phrase 
provoked a sense of patriotism, even reverence. George Washington and 
Abraham Lincoln were the two most often mentioned. Their faces were 
on postage stamps and in history books. The ideals they embodied were 
held before young people and not a few read and memorized portions of 
Washington’s Farewell and Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. As a young teen, 
this writer stood in awe before the immense statue of Abraham Lincoln at 
his memorial in Washington, D.C. I still remember it vividly.

This lesson is about another father of his country, another Abraham. So 
what comes to mind when you hear “Father Abraham”? A camp song with 
funny motions? A bearded man standing under the stars? Probably nothing 
approaching the abiding respect that attaches to our greatest American 
presidents. If not, reading and pondering Romans 4 may move us in that 
direction. 

The Jews regarded Abraham as the father of Israel with every bit as much 
respectful awe as we feel toward Washington and Lincoln. They regarded 
him not only as the first Israelite, but also as the model of obedience. He 
received the covenant. He left his home for a new land. He obeyed when 
circumcision was commanded, and later when told to sacrifice his son. 

As surely as Abraham is the father 
of the nation Israel, he is also the ‘father 
of a nation’ of people who have come to 

know and trust the promises of God. 

FATHER ABRAHAM

Romans
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Abraham was righteous, the Jews said, because 
of his faithfulness in the testing God sent. “Was 
not Abraham found faithful when tested, and 
it was reckoned to him as righteousness?” (1 
Maccabees 2:52).

Paul selects this man, so revered by Jews, as 
his Exhibit A of the righteousness that is by faith. 
A man who lived 2,000 years before Jesus was 
an example of the faith we are called to imitate! 
According to Paul, Abraham is much more than a 
camp song or a Sunday school picture. He has a 
rightful place of honor in the Old Testament hall of 
fame and in our hearts as our “Father in the Faith.” 

A B R A H A M ’S R IGH T EO USN ESS 
BY FA I T H  
ROMans 4:1–8
Paul devotes an entire chapter to Abraham in his 
letter. It’s a surprising and unexpected choice. 
If the Jews regarded Abraham as a model of 
“righteousness by works” (especially obedience), 
why does Paul choose Abraham as his example 
of “righteousness by faith”? Why does he call 
Abraham our “forefather” (v. 1), a word used only 
here in the New Testament? To understand that 
choice, we need to review the story of Abraham in 
Genesis and pay special attention to the timeline 
of key events in his life.

The Abraham narrative gets going in Genesis 12…
literally! “Go” is the command of God to Abram 
and Sarai, and these senior citizens, he age 75 
and she 65, obey. They leave their home in Haran 
and embark on an epic journey, pulled by the 
mind-boggling promise God had made that they 
would become a “great nation” and bless “all the 
families of the earth.” All of this though Sarai is 
barren! Obedient they certainly are.

But the years drag by and there is no child. Abram 
grows restive. In Chapter 15, God appears to him 
to reassure him and renew the promise. He shows 
Abram the stars and challenges him to attempt 

to count them. “So shall your offspring be.” Then 
comes the key verse Paul seizes upon: “And he 
believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as 
righteousness” (Gen. 15:6). 

Abraham is reckoned righteous. The question 
is “Why?” Paul now asks his readers if they are 
paying attention: “For what does the Scripture 
say? ‘Abraham believed God, and it was counted 
to him as righteousness’” (v. 3). So important is 
this verse in Genesis that Paul quotes it again 
making a similar argument in Galatians 3:6. The 
cited verse says nothing about obedience, but 
much about faith. So is Abraham’s righteousness a 
“wage” or a “gift”?

To make it plain to the readers, Paul uses the 
everyday example of a workman and his wages. 
A worker works, and the boss is obliged to 
pay a wage, isn’t he? The worker earned it by 
working. But shall a wage be paid to someone 
who does NOT work? Immediately, Paul leaves 
the illustration and returns to the issue at hand. 
“To the one who does not work but believes in 
him who justifies the ungodly, his faith is counted 
as righteousness” (v. 5). That’s Abraham, a man 
who did not work for his righteousness. That’s 
Abraham, a man who could have properly been 
called “ungodly” when God first appeared to him, 
since he was still an idolater at the time!

Paul here makes his fundamental charge against 
human thinking about God. Michael Middendorf 
writes, “Our dominant worldly view generally wants 
to follow the employment metaphor in desiring 
to receive what is owed…from God based upon 
works” (Romans 1–8, p. 329). Jesus addressed 
the same thinking in His parable of the workers in 
the vineyard (Matthew 20:1–16), who groused at 
the employer for giving latecomers the same wage 
as they received for a whole day’s effort.

To the citation of Genesis 15:6 and the example 
of the workman and wages, Paul now adduces 
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an additional Scripture. In verses 7–8, he calls 
one more witness to the way God “counts” people 
righteous. “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds 
are forgiven…blessed is the man against whom 
the Lord will not count his sin.” No less a person 
than King David, in Psalm 32, testifies that God’s 
reckoning is not ours, that sinful people who leave a 
trail of “lawless deeds” (as David himself had done!) 
may still wind up forgiven. Works will not bring us 
there, but faith in the God who forgives sinners will.

We should not miss the point Paul is making about 
God. He’s a God who “justifies the ungodly” (v. 5)! 
The sort of God who counts as righteous people who 
have no track record, no string of accomplishments, 
but who simply cling to the kind of God He is and to 
the promise He makes, as did old Father Abraham 
and sinful King David. What a God we have!

R IGH T EO US B EFOR E CI RCU MCISION  
ROMans 4:9–12
Paul has already dealt earlier with the question of 
circumcision. But Paul knows it will re-surface with 
the mention of forgiveness and blessedness. “Is this 
blessing then only for the circumcised, or also for 
the uncircumcised?” (v. 9). Because circumcision 
remains a very big deal for the readers, he takes it 
up once more, this time in the Abraham story. 

The narrative in Genesis continues in Genesis 16. 
There we read about the misguided attempt by Sarai 
(and Abram!) to provide a child in the face of God’s 
apparent foot-dragging. Hagar bears Ishmael. Abram 
and Sarai breathe a sigh of relief because now they 
have at least this one little boy! Thirteen more years 
pass. Abram and Sarai are 99 and 89 years old, 
respectively. Ishmael is a budding teenager. Just 
now, Genesis 17 records, God breaks His silence and 
appears to Abram.

In unmistakable fashion, God renews the covenant 
with Abram. First, He bestows on him a new name 
that bespeaks the promise’s fulfillment. Abram 
(“exalted father”) will now be Abraham (“father of a 

multitude”!). Sarai shall be called Sarah. Next God 
makes the command that Abraham and his male 
retinue shall undergo circumcision as a “sign of the 
covenant” God has made with Abraham. The promise 
is sharpened as God gives the coming baby a name 
and sets the promise clock ticking: “I will establish 
my covenant with Isaac, whom Sarah shall bear to 
you at this time next year” (Gen. 17:21).

Stop right here and ask yourselves, Paul writes, 
“How then was it [righteousness] counted to him? 
Was it before or after he had been circumcised?” 
(v. 10). If you know the story of Abraham, you know 
the answer! It was “before he was circumcised.” 
Abraham was reckoned righteous (Chapter 15) 
years before he was circumcised (Chapter 17). 
Circumcision was not the pre-requisite of Abraham’s 
new status, but the “seal” of it. 

Now comes the astonishing conclusion. Abraham, the 
“father” of the Jews, was something else first – the 
father of all who believe without being circumcised. 
That makes him the father of the Gentiles who come 
to faith! Even for those circumcised, the key issue is 
faith. He is father to both:

Those who “believe without being circumcised” 
(v. 11), and

Those who are circumcised “who also walk in the 
footsteps of the faith” (v. 12).

“Father Abraham,” it turns out, is a forefather in the 
faith not just for Jews, but for believing Gentiles as 
well. Wow!

R IGH T EO US B EFOR E T H E L AW WA S 
GI V EN  
ROMans 4:13–15
Paul has not yet mentioned the Law in Chapter 4. But 
now he speaks of it five times in four verses. Once 
again, the biblical time line is in view. Abraham (who 
lived about 2,000 BC) is reckoned righteous by God 
long before the Law is handed down to Moses (about 
1,400 BC). Abraham cannot be held up as a “keeper 
of the law” since there was as yet no Law! 

r o M A n S  4 : 1 - 2 5
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In the previous sections of Chapter 4, Paul has 
contrasted “wages” and “gift,” then “circumcised” 
and “uncircumcised.” Here the contrast is between 
“law” and “faith.” The question in these verses is 
“How is the promise received?” Especially fascinating 
is the way the promise is described in verse 13 – 
that Abraham and his “offspring” would be “heir 
of the world” (the Greek word is kosmou, “the 
cosmos”!). It’s a more expansive way of saying “the 
whole world” will be blessed. 

What role does the Law play in bringing this 
blessing? Does the blessing come to the Law’s 
adherents? No, the role the Law plays, says Paul in 
verse 15, is that it “brings wrath.” He has already 
said in 3:20 that the Law brings the knowledge of 
our sin, so driving us to His grace in Jesus Christ. 
He continues, “Where there is no law there is no 
transgression.” The absence of the Law, of course, 
does not mean the absence of sin! It only means 
that there is no mechanism for identifying and 
condemning it. Now that it has come, it serves that 
excellent purpose. We know who we are and what 
we’ve done. We know that our righteousness must 
come another way – by faith, as did Abraham’s.

A B R A H A M : DE A D M A N HOPI NG !  
ROMans 4:16–25
Abraham is the “Father of the faithful.” That’s a 
powerful message in the face of our sin. But it’s 
also a powerful message in the face of the “last 
enemy,” death (1 Cor. 15:26). The keynote verse of 
this final section is sounded in verse 17, where God 
is described as one who “gives life to the dead and 
calls into existence the things that do not exist.” 

In verse 19, the word “dead” is used of Abraham 
himself. By the time he and Sarah conceive Isaac, 
he is physically a “dead man walking.” Humanly 
speaking, there’s little hope that this old couple can 
manage to produce a child. Abraham’s a centenarian 
and Sarah’s post-menopausal! No wonder she had 
a good laugh when she heard the promise repeated 
(Gen. 18:12). Nevertheless, Abraham “believed 

against hope, that he should become the father 
of many nations” (v. 18). It wasn’t his virility that 
mattered, but the promise of God. That’s why, though 
he was ancient, his faith made him a “dead man 
hoping,” and that hope was rewarded with the birth 
of Isaac, whose very name means “laughter.” 

All of this, Paul sums up, was not for Abraham’s 
sake alone, but “for ours also” (v. 24). We know 
what it’s like to have aging bodies that make us feel 
“as good as dead.” We have seen hopes dashed and 
dreams crumbled into dust, congregations whose 
doors close, children who say, “I don’t believe that 
any more,” and loved ones withering away with 
terminal illnesses.

In the face of all those deaths, we hear another 
promise. That promise is made in the very face of 
death through Jesus Christ, “who was delivered up 
for our trespasses and raised for our justification” (v. 
25). Think of it! God brought little Isaac to a couple 
“as good as dead.” He raised Jesus, who was in fact 
dead and buried. When we trust the promises made to 
us through Jesus, we too become “dead men hoping” 
and finding a laughter that will never be quenched.

A SONG FOR FAT H ER A B R A H A M
There’s no monument to him in Washington, D.C. 
You won’t see him on any postage stamps. But as 
surely as Abraham is the father of the nation Israel, 
he is also the “father of a nation” of people who 
have come to know and trust the promises of God. 
That’s you and me. Don’t you think he’s worth a 
song? Maybe not “Father Abraham” this time. Here’s 
a better one:

The God of Abr’ham praise, Who reigns 
enthroned above;

Ancient of everlasting days and God of love.

Jehovah, great I AM! By earth and heav’n 
confessed;

I bow and bless the sacred name forever blest! 
(LSB #798)
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 5:1–21

Gracious God, Your Word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path. As 
I open Your Word now, let it shine on me and deep inside me. Show me my 

“old Adam” and the gift of grace You’ve given me in Christ. Help me uncover 
the hope that does not disappoint. This I ask in Jesus’ name. Amen.

For review:
1. For what reason did Paul choose Abraham to illustrate the righteousness that comes by faith?

2. Share something new you learned about Abraham.

3. Are you taking the memory verse challenge? If so, SHARE what you remember with your small group.

Romans 5:1–5
4. What does the world mean by “peace”?

 What does Paul mean by “peace” in 5:1?

 What more do we learn about this in John 14:27?

5. In God’s hands, suffering inaugurates a sequence of things. List in sequence three things that can be produced 
by suffering (see vv. 3–4).

Romans 5:6–11
6. What words describe our condition when Christ died for us in:

 Verse 6?

 Verse 8?

 Verse 10?

7. According to vv. 7–8, how does God’s love differ from human love?

LWBS40
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8. What do you understand by the term “reconciled”? What word is its opposite?

 With whom are we reconciled?

9. Recall and describe a situation in which you and another person were reconciled.

Romans 5:12–21
10. This section considers the consequences of the fall into sin (see Gen. 3). How is the story of Adam’s sin here 

similar to the mythological story of Pandora’s box (if this is unfamiliar to you, try “googling” it)? 

11. For you to puzzle over: according to verse 12, do people die because Adam sinned or because they sin?

12. Why does Paul demarcate the era from Adam to Moses? (v. 14)

13. Adam and Christ are compared and contrasted in vv. 12–21. Find as many similarities and differences as you 
can between Adam and Christ in these verses.

 ADAM CHRIST

14. How does this chapter illustrate why “grace and peace to you” (1:7 NIV) is such an appropriate greeting between 
Christians?

15. How have the last two chapters helped you to appreciate the importance of the Old Testament in understanding 
the New Testament?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 5 – choose ONE of the following:

Romans 5:3–5 We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance 
produces character, and character produces hope,and hope does not put us to shame.

Romans 5:8 God shows his love for us in that while we were stil l sinners, Christ died for us.

Romans 5:18 As one trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one act of righteousness leads to 
justification and life for all men.

r o M A n S  5 : 1 – 2 1
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FI XI NG A B ROK EN WOR LD

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall, 

Humpty Dumpty had a great fall;

All the king’s horses and all the king’s men

Couldn’t put Humpty together again.

That’s how the nursery rhyme tells it, and that’s how life feels to us 
sometimes. But it is not so! Our broken world is fixable, our fallen 
humanity is redeemable, and the process has already begun. So says Paul 
in this magnificent fifth chapter of Romans. 

This chapter is a bridge from the first part of Romans to the second. 
Chapters 1–4 describe how the righteousness of God is revealed, 
especially in His wrath, to a sinful humanity. There Paul answers the 
question, “How are we justified by God?” Chapters 5–8 will now describe 
what follows for all those who have been justified. Paul takes up the 
question, “What is that new life like for the justified?” There are over 20 
occurrences of the word “life” in Romans 5–8. One after another, the 
implications of the Gospel will be spelled out in glorious detail. In the face 
of it all, we are invited to rejoice (v. 2).

W E H AV E PE ACE W I T H GOD  
ROMans 5:1–5
The very first thing Paul unpacks from his suitcase of benefits is peace. 
“Therefore, since we have been justified by faith, we have peace with 
God through our Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 1). Normally, when the world says 
“peace,” it means the absence of something. Peace talks are aimed 

Paul wants to make clear that the 
blessing Christ brought is much more 

than the evil Adam caused.

BECAUSE OF A  LOVE L IKE  NO OTHER – ROMANS 5:6–11 43

IN ADAM’S FALL, WE S INNED ALL –  ROMANS 5:12–14  44

ADAM AND CHRIST  –  ROMANS 5:15–21 45

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 6:1–23 47

ADAM AND CHRIST

Romans
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at stopping or preventing war. Activists with 
Greenpeace aim at the kind of peace they hope 
will come with the elimination of nuclear weapons, 
commercial whaling, GMO wheat, and fossil fuels, 
among other things. 

But the peace the Gospel brings, Jesus made 
clear, is “not as the world gives” (John 14:27). 
It is, at heart, a peace with God. The Hebrew 
word for peace, shalom, means “wholeness” or 
“completeness.” It is not so much the absence of 
something, but the presence of a new, completely 
restored relationship with God, and because of 
that, a healthy relationship with His world and 
other people.

A word Paul uses to explain the change in our 
relationship with God is “access.” We all know 
that human authorities can be hard to approach! 
We wait to get an appointment, something that 
gets harder to make the higher up the chain we 
go. Cynical people conclude, “You can’t fight city 
hall.” The good news Paul brings, however, is that 
we have a friend way above city hall! In the very 
highest place of all, we are known personally and 
loved deeply by God Himself. 

This access has been brought about not by any 
kind of payoff or persistent lobbying, but solely by 
the redeeming work of Jesus Christ. “Through him 
we have also obtained access by faith into this 
grace in which we stand” (v. 2). A vivid reminder 
of that new access was the tearing of the temple 
curtain “from top to bottom” (Matt. 27:51; Luke 
23:45) the day Jesus died. The way into the Holy of 
Holies, understood by Jews as the place where one 
might get closest to God (and only accessible by 
the high priest one day a year!) was now open. In 
unmistakable terms, God says to us, “Come in!”

Even suffering cannot erase this peace with God. 
“We rejoice in our sufferings” (v. 3). Paul does not 
here say that suffering is good, nor that we seek 
it out. But we can take heart in knowing that in 

God’s hands, suffering can inaugurate a sequence 
of blessed changes in our lives. Suffering first 
“produces endurance” (v. 3). The Greek word 
literally means “remaining under” something that 
pressures us. Those who do so find that by the 
grace of God “endurance produces character” (v. 
4). The Greek word for “character” suggests metal 
refined by fire. Most of us know people who have 
endured some lengthy ordeal and whose character, 
so refined, shines brilliantly. Such tested character, 
finally, “produces hope” (v. 4). This hope is no mere 
“maybe”! Paul gives it specific shape in 8:18–25. 
Here in verse 5, he simply says it will not “put us to 
shame” (NIV translates as “disappoint us”). 

B EC AUSE OF A LOV E LI K E NO OT H ER 
ROMans 5:6–11
The source of such peace and hope for us is the 
astonishing love of God, a love truly like no other. 
Human love, someone accurately observed, is “love 
on a leash.” It is normally reserved for those who 
love us back, and even then, it has a limit. When 
we run up against some serious hurt or irritation, 
our human love says, “That’s it! I’ve had enough of 
this!” But God’s love has no leash, no limit.

Paul uses a fascinating sequence of terms which 
express how we humans stretch God’s love. When 
God seeks us, we are “weak” and “ungodly” (v. 6). 
That’s bad enough, but we must hear the bald-
faced truth: we are, in fact, “still sinners” (v. 8). 
Worst of all, we are even God’s “enemies” (v. 10)! 
For the persistent, relentless love of God, none of 
this matters. Paul reminds us “Christ died for the 
ungodly.” There is no leash on this love! “While we 
were still sinners, Christ died for us.” There are 
no limits on this love! “While we were enemies we 
were reconciled to God by the death of his Son.”

One question students often raise about verse 7 
is the curious progression from “scarcely die for a 
righteous person” to “perhaps for a good person 
one would dare even to die.” It seems backward, 
for “righteous” seems a stronger (and more 
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worthy!) term than merely “good.” In the Greek text, 
a definite article accompanies the word “good.” In 
common usage, this referred to a person who had 
done something good for you! Being someone’s 
personal benefactor would present a stronger case 
for returning love than simply being “righteous.”

God’s love, however, is not for His benefactors 
but for His enemies! In his book The Cross and 
the Switchblade, David Wilkerson describes his 
encounter on a Philadelphia sidewalk with a tough 
street kid named Nicky Cruz. In a scene that 
enacted the love here described by Paul, David bore 
his witness to Nicky, who responded by striking 
him and finally knocking him down on the sidewalk. 
Each time, Wilkerson got up and repeated, “God 
loves you, Nicky.” Finally, overwhelmed by the 
persistent witness about a loving God by a man he 
had bloodied, Cruz gave in and listened. Eventually 
he became a Christian and later even traveled with 
Billy Graham to share the change in his life that 
came because of God’s love. 

Paul himself bore the same witness. God making 
enemies into friends is what is meant by the word 
“reconciled” (v. 10). Like Nicky Cruz, Paul knew 
the reconciling power of God’s love in the face of 
his own hatred. “I persecuted the church of God 
violently and tried to destroy it,” Paul recalls in Gal. 
1:13. Yet there came the encounter with the “deep, 
deep love of Jesus” that reconciled and converted 
Saul into Paul. No wonder he uses the noun “love” 
seventy-five times in his letters!

I N A DA M ’S FA LL, W E SI N N ED A LL 
ROMans 5:12–14 
The previous section portrayed the effects of 
the reconciling love of Jesus in an intensely 
personal way. In the section that follows, the 
curtains are pulled back and we see the love of 
Jesus on a wide screen. The stage is the whole 
world. The scope is the entire range of human 
history. The drama of the redemption of mankind 
is done through a “contrast of epic proportions” 

(Middendorf). Paul sets before us Adam and Christ 
and invites us to compare and contrast.

This section assumes the readers know the story 
of the fall into sin (see Gen. 3). “Sin came into the 
world” brings to mind a picture something like the 
tale of Pandora’s box. 

In Greek mythology, Pandora, the very first woman, 
was given a box and told never to open it. She 
promised not to, but curiosity overcame her and 
she opened the lid. Out came a horde of evils — 
all the evils in the world! Alas, it was impossible 
to put them back in the box. Today the phrase “to 
open Pandora’s box” means to perform an action 
that seems small, but turns out to have far-
reaching evil consequences.

The sin in the Genesis fall narrative appears 
small: the eating of the forbidden fruit. But the 
consequences were devastating, not only for Adam 
and Eve, but for us all. Adam is “patient zero” in the 
pandemic called sin. Like a deadly Ebola outbreak, 
“sin came into the world” and as a result “death 
spread to all men” (v. 12). The New England Primer, 
a children’s textbook in the American colonies, put 
it this way: “In Adam’s Fall, we sinned all.” With that 
simple rhyme, children were learning the unpleasant 
truth about the origin of our sin. Let’s think further 
about it.

Scholars and students have long puzzled over the 
question, “Do people die because Adam sinned 
or because they sinned?” Framed this way, the 
question sounds like an either/or. We must take a 
closer look at verse 12. The first simple point is 
that Adam is responsible for the “entrance” of both 
sin and death — the outbreak of the pandemic of 
sin and its consequence, human mortality. There is 
an undeniable connection between us and our first 
parents. The Israelites knew that in some way, if 
ONE of them sinned, they were ALL implicated. The 
story of Achan’s sin at Jericho (Joshua 7) rests on 
that truth. 
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But there is a second simple point in the verse that makes it a both/and. Death’s 
spread to “all men,” Paul affirms, is “because all sinned.” We cannot excuse 
ourselves by pointing to Adam as children might do and saying, “He did it, not 
me!” Yes, sin has been let loose in the world, but each of us has acted out 
that disobedience. So the answer to our question is “Yes. Sin and death made 
entrance because of Adam. His action started this pandemic. We are sinful at our 
very origin (original sin). But we are individually culpable. We joined his rebellion 
and took up his cause. We all die because we all sin.” The deadly connection 
between sin and death, begun with Adam, has repeated itself in the case of 
every human, observes commentator Douglas Moo. 

In verse 14, Paul introduces a new term. He says, “death reigned,” as if it were 
an evil king. Later he will say, “sin reigned” (v. 21). Death and sin are deadly 
co-regents over a fallen humanity. Their reign did not start with the handing 
down of the Ten Commandments to Moses. It began with Adam, and it continued 
right on through the time of Moses even before there was any law. When Paul 
uses the phrase “from Adam to Moses” (v. 14), he simply means to affirm that 
people were sinning from the start, long before the law came to help identify the 
transgressions.

A DA M A N D CH R IST  
ROMans 5:15–21
Adam is already on the stage. But in verse 15, Paul brings Jesus Christ vividly 
before his readers with a pointed comparison between the two. Consider the 
following:

ADAM  CHRIST

one man’s trespass (v. 15) the grace of that one man 

one man’s sin (v. 16) the free gift 

condemnation (v. 16) justification 

condemnation for all men (v. 18) life for all men 

one man’s disobedience (v. 19) one man’s obedience 

many were made sinners (v. 19) many will be made righteous 

sin reigned in death (v. 21) grace might also reign…leading to 
eternal life
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Paul uses a special word to connect 
Adam and Christ. He says Adam is a 
“type of the one who was to come” (14). 
Old typewriters used metal keys (“type”) 
with letters or numbers that struck a 
page, leaving that same mark (called the 
“anti-type”). Theologians often speak of 
“typological” prophecy, in which an Old 
Testament person or event prefigures 
a corresponding fulfillment in the New 
Testament (as the flood prefigures 
baptism - 1 Peter 3:20–21). Adam, as a 
“type” of Christ, was a man whose one 
act had an impact on everyone. Jesus, as 
the anti-type, does the same, but with a 
positive result rather than a negative one.

But Paul wants to make clear that the 
blessing Christ brought is much more 
than the evil Adam caused. The lesser 
moves to the greater. So he uses words 
like “much more” (v. 15 and again in v. 
17) and “abounded all the more” (v. 20). 
The word Paul uses in verse 20 actually 
means “overflowed above and beyond,” 
a wonderfully picturesque word that 
demonstrates how the grace of Jesus 
Christ always prevails over the damage 
caused by Adam and by our own sins. 

As the chapter closes, we come again to 
the word “reigned.” The rule of sin and 

death comes to an end for those who know 
and trust in Jesus Christ. Where once “sin 
reigned in death,” now “grace might reign 
through righteousness to bring eternal life 
through Jesus Christ our Lord” (v. 21 NIV).

That grace has had an impact on the 
whole world, but it is experienced one life 
at a time. John Newton (1725–1807) was 
a British slave ship captain responsible for 
the death of countless innocent people. 
Later he came to know the grace of 
Jesus in his life. The reign of the rightful 
king in his life brought Newton out of 
his slave ship work into a new life as a 
Christian and as a pastor. His beloved 
hymn “Amazing Grace” is a testimony to 
that change. He wrote this epitaph for his 
tombstone:

John Newton, clerk, once an infidel 
and libertine, a servant of slaves 
in Africa, was by the rich mercy of 
our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, 
preserved, restored, pardoned, and 
appointed to preach the faith he had 
long labored to destroy.

A lost man was found. A dead man came 
to life. Paul will take that blessed theme of 
death and life and run with it in the next 
chapter of Romans.

Adam, as a “type” of Christ , was a man whose 
one act had an impact on everyone. Jesus, as 

the anti-type, does the same, but with a positive 
result rather than a negative one.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 6:1–23

Lord Jesus Christ, liberate me from slavery to my habitual sins, 
addictions, and excuses. By Your Word set me free to serve You and 

my neighbor. I ask it for Your sake and in Your name. Amen.
For Review:
1. Sum up the difference between the world’s understanding of peace and the meaning of shalom.

2. What does it mean that Adam is a “type” of Christ?

3. According to this chapter, what powers compete to “reign” over human beings?

Romans 6:1–10
4. How would you answer a person who says, “I like to sin and God likes to forgive. It’s a good arrangement”? 

What help do these verses provide?

5. Paul says, “We died to sin.” According to him, when did that happen? And what does it mean?

6. If you were baptized, find out as much as you can about the date and place. If you can locate your certificate, 
bring it along to class. Using these things, share with your small group what your baptism means to you.

7. Which of the following comes closest to “mastering” you?
 ___ Envying and resenting others

 ___ Bodily appetites

 ___ Love for money 

 ___ Electronic devices

Romans 6:11–14
8. How many times does the word “sin” or “sins” appear in these verses? Is it in singular or plural?

9. In what concrete ways can you “offer yourself” to God this week?

Romans 6:15–23
10. What do you think is the difference between living “under law” and living “under grace”?
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11. Luther complained that the people who had come out from under the pope’s rule and heard the Gospel had, in 
some cases, begun to “live like pigs” as a result. What do you suppose he meant?

12. React to these two statements:

 A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. 

 A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant, subject to all.
 Is one of these more “true” than the other? 

 Does one appeal to you personally more than the other?

13. A word Paul uses in verse 22 is “sanctification.” How is this word translated in the NIV?

 What more do you learn about it from:

 1 Cor. 1:30

 Eph. 5:25–26

 1 Thess. 4:3

 Heb. 10:14

14. What, if anything, do you think this chapter has to say to people who have an addiction?

15. How has this chapter deepened your understanding of sin and how it works?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 6 – choose ONE of the following:

Rom. 6:4 We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life.

Rom. 6:13 Do not present your members to sin as instruments for unrighteousness, but present yourselves 
to God…as instruments for righteousness.

Rom. 6:23 For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.
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YO U R DR A F T NOT ICE
He wore a blue coat, a red bow tie, and a white top hat rimmed with 
stars. His whiskered face looked down from many a poster on the wall 
and said, “I want YOU for the U. S. Army. Enlist now!” With those words, 
Uncle Sam summoned a generation of men to come and fight in World 
War I and again in World War II. Young men were still being drafted during 
the Vietnam War. Some of them decided to “dodge” the draft and flee to 
Canada. Those who stayed and obeyed were enlisted, trained, and thrown 
into battle. 

In the same way, and with the same urgency, Jesus calls for “a few good 
men.” Women and children too! Baptism is our draft notice, our summons 
to spiritual warfare. Christian churches are the recruitment centers and 
the bases where we come for “basic training.” Make no mistake -- this is 
not a game. A real and deadly war is upon us. Ready or not, all who heed 
the call of their baptism will be plunged into battle.

Romans 6 describes the Christian life as the journey from the draft notice 
of our baptism to the battle we must wage against the sin that once 
held us captive. In vivid language, Paul underlines the importance of 
that Sacrament and the nature of the battles we face. We are Christian 
soldiers, marching as to war, with the cross of Jesus going on before. 
(LSB #662). Even as we march, we sing for we know the battle is won. 
Life eternal is ours!

Our slavery to God is the greatest and most 
joyful sort of freedom. Our freedom makes 
us willingly submit to the needs of others 

and count them better than ourselves.

BAPT IZED: WE’VE ALREADY D IED!  –  ROMANS 6:1-4  50

BAPT IZED: I ’M AL IVE  AGAIN!  –  ROMANS 6:5-10 51

A NEW COMMANDER IN  CH IEF  –  ROMANS 6:11-14 51

A NEW L IFE  UNDER GRACE – ROMANS 6:15-23 52

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 7:1-25 54

FROM BAPTISM TO BATTLE

Romans
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B A P T I ZED : W E’ V E A LR E A DY DI ED ! 
ROMans 6:1-4
Chapters 5-8 explore the implications of being God’s justified people. To move us 
forward, Paul begins Chapter 6 with a probing question: “What shall we say then?” 
He asked the same question at the beginning of Chapter 4. He will ask it again in 
7:7, 8:31, 9:14 and 9:30. To put it in everyday language, Paul keeps asking, “Now 
that God has given us His righteousness, what are we going to do about it?” It’s the 
sort of question we ought to ask ourselves after every sermon we hear. God has gone 
to great lengths to declare us justified. What happens next?

“Are we to continue in sin?” (v. 1). That may seem a preposterous suggestion, but 
it’s precisely the approach of many soft, spiritually lazy people who want to think of 
themselves as Christians but exert no effort in their “discipleship.” They are at ease 
in their habitual wrongdoing. How would you answer a person who said, “I like to sin 
and God likes to forgive. It’s a good arrangement”? 

In his book The Cost of Discipleship, German pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer contended 
against this very idea among believers in Germany prior to World War II. He called it 
“cheap grace,” the notion that a person can say “I’m a Christian” and yet everything 
can go on just as it was before. Borrowing language from Paul, he said it amounted 
to “justification of sin rather than the justification of the sinner”! 

Are we to continue in sin? Paul wastes no time answering: “By no means!” (v. 2). The 
Greek is very strong language, akin to our profane expression, “Hell no!” The reason 
for his answer is that we “died to sin” (v. 2). Note that Paul does not say we “ought 
to” die to sin. No. It has already happened. The deed has been done. There has in 
fact been a profound change (a dying!) that necessitates a different life. A war on sin 
has been declared.

“When did that happen?” you ask. Paul now takes the role of a kindly father 
explaining this as if to young children. “Do you not know that all of us who have 
been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?” (v. 3). Those inclined 
to consider baptism symbolic must reckon with the graphic words of this verse: “we 
were buried…with him by baptism into death” (v. 4). “By baptism”! Baptism is more 
than a ritual or a symbol. It buries us. Then calls us into a new life. We are “dead to” 
our former way of living.
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“Into death.” Into “newness of life.” The 
preposition is “into.” Jesus uses the same 
preposition when commanding His followers 
to baptize “into the name” (Matt. 28:19). The 
preposition describes a movement, a change of 
one’s place and situation. All of which tells us 
we are not to simply lie down and submit in the 
face of sin. We are called to war. Paul Revere 
summoned “the country folk to be up and to arm” 
against the British. We are on a mission, not to 
fight the British, but to “put to death…what is 
earthly” (Col. 3:5) inside of us! This war will take 
place “in your mortal body” (v. 12).

B A P T I ZED : I’M A LI V E AG A I N !  
ROMans 6:5-10
We enter this warfare by dying a death that frees 
us to serve a new commander in chief.

Having died with Him, we are now “alive to 
God in Christ Jesus” (v. 11). We see another 
preposition in focus. Five times in verses 5-8 
comes the preposition “with.” We are “united with 
him in a death like his” and “united with him in 
a resurrection like his” (v. 5). Our old self was 
“crucified with him” (v. 6). We have “died with 
Christ,” and we believe that we “will also live with 
him” (v. 8). The connection with Him is essential.

That “old” self mentioned in verse 6 we like to 
call the “Old Adam.” By that, we mean the self 
in its unregenerate state before we are joined 
with Christ. Paul never actually employs the term 
“old Adam,” but it’s a good shorthand way of 
describing the fix we humans were in ever since 
Adam’s dreadful fall. We were all taken prisoners 
of war and held in death’s concentration camp. 
Christ’s death, mentioned explicitly in verse 10, 
was the “shot heard round the world.” His death 
was the first “death…to sin,” which means it 
severed sin’s hold “once for all” (the Greek word 
is ephapax, a term used only here in Romans) and 

liberated us from the death camp. His resurrection 
sets Him apart from the “raisings” that went 
before. Jairus’ daughter (Luke 8:41-56), the 
widow’s son (Luke 7:11-17), and Lazarus (John 
11:38-44) were raised, but all had to die again. 
Not Jesus! He will “never die again” (v. 9). 

Something that needs clarifying is the term “set 
free from sin” (v. 7). That phrase does not mean 
one never sins again! But it does mean that 
our cell doors have been unlocked and we are 
freed to fight “the good fight” (see 2 Tim. 4:7). 
The continuing nature of that warfare is vividly 
described in Luther’s answer to “What does… 
baptizing with water indicate?”

It indicates that the Old Adam in us should 
by daily contrition and repentance be 
drowned and die with all sins and evil 
desires, and that a new man should daily 
emerge and arise to live before God in 
righteousness and purity forever. 
(Luther’s Small Catechism)

A N EW COM M A N DER I N CH I EF  
ROMans 6:11-14
The new soldiers report for duty, for we received 
orders: “present yourselves to God” (v. 13). Those 
who have been set free are to respond to their 
Liberator and give Him their allegiance. Such 
allegiance is not automatic, not to be taken for 
granted. Sin is a mighty power, and it seeks 
daily to regain its old mastery. There is danger 
for a person who thinks of baptism as a kind of 
“insurance policy” in his drawer. Baptism is not 
the end of struggling, but the beginning! It’s 
the draft notice that calls us to war. “Let not 
sin… reign” (v. 12) is a verb form that calls for 
continuing action, a daily resistance movement. 

The word “sin” occurs 17 times in this chapter. 
Did you notice that all those occurrences are in 
the singular? In this chapter, sin is personified as 
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a power that “reigns” and can “make [us] obey” (v. 
12). It can “have…dominion” (v. 14). To sin, we may 
be “slaves” (vv. 17, 20) and need to be “set free” 
(v. 18). It pays deadly “wages” (v. 23). Its power is 
addictive, a word that reminds us that this mighty 
enemy can render us helpless. The adjective “mortal” 
(v. 12) reminds us that our bodies are subject to 
sin’s dreadful ally, death, in this warfare.

Most of us don’t need to be told about the power 
of sin. We know what it’s like to be mastered by 
resentment, or unable to quit our smoking, drinking, 
or compulsive eating. Too many of us struggle to 
break free from the hold of our electronic devices. 
Years ago, this writer attended a circuit pastor’s 
meeting at which our host for the day abandoned the 
agenda and pleaded for our help. “I am struggling 
with alcohol,” he told us. “I arrange everything in 
my life for my next drink. My parishioners don’t 
know it yet, but I’m afraid they’re going to find 
out. I can’t go on living like this. Please help me!” 
The pastors joined to offer that brother our help. 
Addictive behavior cannot be fought alone any more 
than a soldier can wage war by himself. Paul is 
using almost all plural pronouns, for our warfare is 
conducted as “we” and not simply “me.” 

A young man who is drafted into military service 
cannot stay at home on the couch. He must report 
to his base for training under one who will be the 
new commander. Our new “master and commander” 
is God. Paul directs us to “present” ourselves to 
Him, not just for an hour a week in church! Basic 
training follows. 

In basic training, a soldier learns to use weapons. 
The Greek word translated “instruments” (v. 13) 
can also be rendered “weapons”! The organs 
(“members”) of the body serve as our weapons 
or instruments of service. Ears to listen. Mouths 
to speak helpful words. Hands raised to help. 
Feet to walk beside someone lonely. Will these 
bodies of ours be used for “righteousness” or 
“unrighteousness” (v. 13)? Paul could remember 

how he had raised his own hands against the church 
(Gal. 1:13). What a difference it made for God’s army 
when Jesus summoned Paul and Paul presented 
himself for duty! How will you respond to the Lord 
this week and offer your “weapons” in His service?

A N EW LI FE U N DER GR ACE  
ROMans 6:15-23
In verse 15, Paul repeats what he asked to begin 
the chapter, “What then?” Once more, he has us 
return to the preposterous suggestion of continuing 
a life of sin, but now for a different reason. Are we 
to go on sinning “because we are not under law but 
under grace”? 

Martin Luther watched that kind of libertine 
attitude grow up among the new “Lutherans” in the 
congregations that had joined his reform movement. 
More than once he lamented that, having been freed 
from the burdens of living under the requirements 
of the pope, people now used their liberty as license 
to do as they pleased and live “like pigs“ (so he 
says in the preface to the Large Catechism). That 
attitude had arisen very early in the church’s history 
at Corinth, where people liked to say, “All things 
are lawful for me”! (1 Cor. 6:12). The result was a 
shameful licentiousness. Paul’s retort to them was, 
“but not all things are helpful…I will not be enslaved 
by anything.”

What is certain in these verses is that we will all 
l ive “under” something. Those who live “under law” 
live from a sense of guilt. Sin holds them by the 
nose. Their conscience shouts in their ears, and 
they respond unhappily, “OK, I guess I have to…” 
Service under the law is unwilling, resentful. It goes 
out of its way to discover the least it can do and 
avoid the “extra mile” (Matt. 5:41) kindnesses that 
can bless others.

The alternative is to live “under grace.” Because the 
institution of slavery was so widespread in Rome, 
Paul sticks with a slavery image to describe this life 
that we have in Christ. He acknowledges the inherent 
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dangers in this analogy, which might suggest abuse and degradation. He explains, “I 
am speaking in human terms, because of your natural limitations” (v. 19). We were 
all once “slaves…of sin, which leads to death” (v. 16) but now have the blessed 
new possibility of being “slaves of righteousness” (v. 18). 

This is no unhappy and resentful servitude! It is willingly undertaken. “You…have 
become obedient from the heart” (v. 17). It’s the same spirit demonstrated by 
many of those who are now in our “all volunteer” army. They’ve signed up, eager 
to serve, eager to deliver the enemy a blow, eager to contribute to the freedom of 
their countrymen. 

Not license to do wrong, but a joyful willingness to do right is what the freedom of 
God’s “slaves” is all about! Martin Luther framed it with two paradoxical statements 
in his tract The Freedom of the Christian (1520): 

A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none. 

A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant, subject to all.

Both statements are true at the same time. Our slavery to God is the greatest and 
most joyful sort of freedom. Our freedom makes us willingly submit to the needs of 
others and count them better than ourselves (Phil. 2:3).

Consider where these two options lead. Slavery to sin, lived out “under law,” leads 
inevitably to death (v. 21). Slavery to God, lived out “under grace,” produces a 
wondrous fruit called “sanctification, and its end, eternal life.” Sanctification, 
translated “holiness” in the NIV, is God’s goal for His people (1 Thess. 4:3). It has 
begun through the once-for-all sacrifice of Jesus (Heb. 10:14). It is the gift of 
Christ to His bride, the Church, imparted in the washing of baptism (Eph. 5:25-26), 
bringing the believer nothing less than Christ Himself (1 Cor. 1:30)! In God’s design, 
holiness, like a healthy plant, grows ever stronger as He sanctifies us “through and 
through” (1 Thess. 5:23 NIV).

Which will it be for you? The old slavery to sin, with its “wages” of death (v. 23)? 
When a boy heard a revival preacher cite this verse, he turned to his buddies: “If 
the devil ain’t gonna pay no better than that, I ain’t gonna work for him n’more!” 
That’s the spirit!

God has something far better for us. Not death but life. Not a “wage” but a “free 
gift” (v. 23). Open your gift today. Let it propel you to present yourself in His service 
now and always!
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 7:1-25

Lord God, I confess that my life is a struggle sometimes. In the midst of it, I ask 
You to speak to me through Your Word, so that again today I may carry on 
cheerfully and say a heart-felt “Thanks be to God!” In Jesus’ name. Amen. 

For Review:
1. Paul (to the Corinthians), Luther, and Bonhoeffer all addressed the temptation to turn Christian freedom into a 

license to do as one pleased. Review what each said.

2. In lesson 9, we came at the Christian life using the metaphor of military service. What is the draft notice? Who 
are the soldiers? The commander? The enemy? What are the weapons? What is the final outcome?

Romans 7:1-6
3. As a child, what was your reaction to “rules”? What memorable encounters did you have with rules?

4. Count the number of times the word “law” is used in this chapter.

 How many of these refer to the “Law of Moses”?

 To what other things does Paul refer when he uses the word “law”?

5. Paul begins the chapter with a principle about the “lordship [authority] of the Law.” What’s the principle? 

6. What picture does he use to illustrate the principle? What do each of the parts of his picture represent? 

Romans 7:7-13
7. What grammatical change do you observe, starting with verse 7 and going through the rest of the chapter?

 (hint: look at the pronouns)
8. What is the relationship between the law and sin as spelled out in vv. 7-8?

9. Do you personally find it to be true that when things are forbidden to you, they are more tempting? If yes, how 
do you explain that phenomenon?

LWBS54
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10. What two possible objections does Paul raise and answer in vv. 7 and 13?

11. To whom does “I” refer in v. 7 and following?

Romans 7:14-25
12. Paul speaks of the disparity between the WILL and one’s ACTIONS. Do you personally experience that at this 

point in your life? If so, give an example of a situation where this conflict happens with you 

13. Agree or disagree?  
When a person becomes a Christian, things get easier.

14. Luther and others have used the Latin phrase simul iustus et peccator (at the same time a “sinner” and “saint”) 
to describe the Christian life. Do you see yourself as:

 ___ More a “sinner” ___ More a “saint”

 ___ Both equally ___ It all depends what day it is!

15. What question is asked, then answered, in vv. 24-25?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 7. Choose one of these:

Romans 7:4 You a lso have d ied to  the law through the body of  Chr is t , so that  you may be long to 
another, to  h im who has been ra ised f rom the dead, in  order  that  we may bear  f ru i t 
for  God.

Romans 7:15 I  do not understand my own act ions. For I  do not do what I  want, but I  do the very 
thing I  hate.

Romans 7:24-25 Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death? Thanks be to God 
through Jesus Christ our Lord!
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“I H AT E T H E RU LES !”
As a child, what was your reaction to “rules”? What memorable encounters 
did you have with rules? We have no trouble answering those questions 
because we met rules everywhere! They started at home. Throw your dirty 
clothes in the hamper. Clean your plate. Don’t talk with your mouth full. 
Do what I say the first time I say it. Look both ways. Come when I call you. 
Brush your teeth. Say your prayers.

It continued at school. Walk, don’t run, in the hallway. Be quiet in the 
library. Raise your hand if you want to say something. No hitting or hair-
pulling. Here the complicator was that rules could change from room to 
room, from teacher to teacher. Even when school was out and we went off 
to camp, the counselors read us a list of rules as soon as we arrived. No 
swimming alone. No boys in the girls’ cabins. No girls in the boys’ cabins. 
In bed by 10:30 and lights out! Inside many a placid-looking child there 
lurked a fire-breathing dragon saying, “I hate the rules!”

Many of us adults still carry that opinion, but we are cautious about acting 
it out because we know there are consequences. The coach made us do 
laps. The drill sergeant shamed us in front of the whole platoon. The boss 
threatened to fire us. And the flashing lights in the rearview mirror made 
clear that lawless behavior could cost money. When it comes to rules, we 
adults have learned to “bend” them or, where possible, re-write them. But 
inside we still chafe against them.

Becoming a follower of Jesus has made 
life harder, not easier!

“T ILL  DEATH DO US PART” –  ROMANS 7:1–6 57

THE LAW AND “ I ” (PAST)  –  ROMANS 7:7–13 57

THE LAW AND “ I ” (PRESENT)  –  ROMANS 7:14–25 58

POSTSCRIPT –  THREE USES OF THE LAW  60

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 8:1–17 61

THE LAW AND “I”

Romans
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Chapter 7 of Romans is about rules. Not just any 
rules but about God’s rules, His Law revealed to 
Moses in the Ten Commandments and a host of 
other precepts and regulations. The word “law” 
is used in this chapter almost two dozen times. 
Since the Law comes from God, it must be good 
and necessary, right? But what role, exactly, does 
it play in the drama of salvation? That’s not just an 
academic question. It gets highly personal. How do I 
interact with that Law? What does it do to me, or for 
me? What am I to think of God’s Law, and how will I 
react to it? That’s what we’ll explore in this lesson.

“T I LL DE AT H D O US PA RT ” 
ROMans 7:1–6
Paul begins the chapter with a principle about the 
Law and our relationship to it. “The law is binding 
on a person only as long as he lives” (v. 1). To put 
it more simply: death cancels all contracts. Only 
a “death” could break our contract with the Law. 
To illustrate the principle, Paul uses the picture 
of marriage, which we solemnize with a vow that 
includes the words, “till death do us part.” 

Paul explains the picture. So long as a woman’s 
husband is alive, she cannot marry another without 
becoming an adulteress (vv. 2–3). Now he applies 
it to us. The “marriage” in view is our prospective 
marriage to Christ. We want to “belong to another, 
to him who has been raised from the dead” (v. 4). 
Before that happens, we are all trapped in a bad 
marriage with the Law! The legal principle says we 
cannot be “married” to the Law and to Christ at the 
same time. There must be a “death” to free us (from 
the Law) for this new marriage (to Christ). Paul 
describes all this from the woman’s perspective 
because we Christians are, collectively, the “bride of 
Christ” (Eph. 5:22–32). 

This is a vivid picture of the “before and after” 
of our Christian lives. Paul has already used the 
metaphor of slavery in Chapter 6, where “slaves 
to…lawlessness” became “slaves to righteousness” 
(6:19). The “before” was a journey toward death. 

The “after” is a journey toward eternal life. Here 
the metaphor is marriage. The “before” was the 
time “while we were living in the flesh” (v. 5). The 
“after” is heralded by the words “but now” (v. 6). 
The “before” was a passionate cohabitation with the 
Law. The “after” is a “new life” — a joyful marriage 
with Christ.

For us, as for that married woman, there has come 
a change because of a death. Paul’s analogy “limps” 
because instead of the husband dying, it is the 
woman herself who dies!

We are that woman, that bride, who “died … 
through the body of Christ” (v. 4). Paul has made 
clear in 6:3–4, it is baptism that joined us to His 
death and buried us with Him. The incorporating 
effect of baptism is described in a comparable way 
in 1 Cor. 12:13 (“baptized into one body”). Now “we 
are released from the law, having died to that which 
held us captive” (v. 6). Now we are free for the 
joyful union with Christ.

T H E L AW A N D “I” (PA ST)  
ROMans 7:7–13
Having given us an overview of the Law and 
believers in general, Paul applies it very specifically 
to the individual, using his own experience as a 
powerful example. In reading through the chapter, 
one notices that starting in verse 7, Paul switches 
to the personal pronoun (“I,” “me,” “my”). There 
are almost 50 occurrences in the next 19 verses! 
Michael Middendorf sees the remainder of Chapter 
7 as having two parts: 

a) The Law and “I” (Past) in vv. 7–13 and 

b) The Law and “I” (Present) in vv. 14–25. 

In verses 7 and 13, Paul again answers an 
imaginary (Jewish) opponent, who is sure to object 
to what he has said about the “bad marriage” with 
the Law. That opponent might say, “Paul, why are 
you saying our sinful passions were aroused by the 
Law? You can’t be saying the Law is sinful, can 
you? I’ve always thought the Law a good thing, but 
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you’re telling me it brings death!” Absolutely not, 
Paul retorts vehemently. Clearly, the Law itself is 
not sinful. The Law is not to be blamed for our 
dying. But what IS Paul saying?

In his personal past, Paul remembers the 
function of the Law was twofold. According to 
verse 7, its first function was to identify sin as 
sin. “If it had not been for the law, I would not 
have known sin. For I would not have known 
what it is to covet if the law had not said, ‘You 
shall not covet.’” This is not to say there was no 
sin before the Law was given! There was both sin 
and death before the Law was given to Moses 
(see 5:14!). But the commandments made clear 
what those sins were and against whom they 
were committed. Sin was identified clearly. A 
hunter guilty of trespassing might be ignorant of 
the fact until he sees the sign: “NO HUNTING – 
PRIVATE PROPERTY!”

The second function of the Law, Paul explains, 
is that it helps make sin “come alive” (v. 9). It 
may actually arouse “sinful passions” (v. 5) by 
forbidding them! Have you noticed how things 
are often more tempting once they are explicitly 
forbidden? Call it the “Forbidden Fruit Principle.” 
That’s what happened to Adam and Eve. How long 
did they work contentedly in the garden before 
God said, “By the way, don’t eat of that tree”? 

It was the script for Paul’s own story. “I was once 
alive” (v. 9) is how he puts it. Things appeared 
just fine. He was living on ethical cruise control 
in a Pharisee’s foolish paradise. He hadn’t a 
clue about the true nature of sin and its awful 
consequences. He was like a man with cancer 
who didn’t know it. But “when the commandment 
came” (Moffatt translates “came home to me”), 
Paul realized the emptiness of his life and the 
false security which had long shielded him. The 
old secure Paul died. He realized that he shared 

something with Adam and Eve. “Sin…deceived 
me” (v. 11). Middendorf has him say it this way:

I  was a l ive, that  is , I  possessed phys ica l 
l i fe  and thought  I  possessed sp i r i tua l 
l i fe . However, I  was actua l ly  l i v ing a 
“ f lesh ly” ex is tence under  the lordsh ip 
of  the Law… I  was be ing dece ived by 
s in  in to  a mistaken understanding of 
the purpose and funct ion of  the Law’s 
commandment . When my fu l l  awareness 
of  s in  and i ts  dev ious manipu lat ion of 
the Law came home to me, I  rea l i zed 
the actua l  e f fect  o f  God’s Law upon me 
as a s in fu l  man – “ I  d ied” 
(Romans 1–8 , page 551) .

Paul realized that the Law was not to blame 
for his “death.” “The law is holy, and the 
commandment is holy and righteous and 
good” (v. 12). One ought not blame the x-ray 
for revealing the tumor! In the end, that x-ray 
propels a patient to elect surgery. In the same 
way, the Law’s devastating diagnosis left Paul 
with no alternative. It propelled him into the arms 
of Christ, the Good Physician. 

T H E L AW A N D “I” (PR ESEN T)  
ROMans 7:14–25
Paul is now a follower of Jesus. He’s experienced 
the baptismal death of his old life, administered 
by Ananias in Damascus (Acts 22:16). He’s 
in a “new marriage” with Jesus Christ; he’s a 
missionary to the Gentiles; he’s inspired by the 
Holy Spirit to speak and write words that will 
become part of the scriptural witness to Jesus 
Christ. And yet…

Yet the Law still plays a role in his life. 
Becoming a follower of Jesus has made life 
harder, not easier! In the last portion of Chapter 
7, Paul allows us to look through the window at 
the drama presently playing out on the stage of 
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his life. It is a struggle familiar to every believer 
in Christ, the ongoing tension between one’s 
WILL and one’s ACTIONS. “I do not understand 
my own actions. For I do not do what I want, but 
I do the very thing I hate” (v. 15). We all know 
THAT it happens to us as it did to Paul, but WHY 
does it happen?

The first part of the answer, says Paul, is that 
he is made of “flesh” (v. 14). The word “flesh” 
is not always negative. It can be used simply to 
refer to the human body. In Gen. 2:23–24, Adam 
joyfully notes that Eve is “flesh of my flesh” and 
their subsequent marital union is summed up 
as becoming “one flesh.” Jesus’ incarnation is 
described in John 1:14 as “the Word became 
flesh.” But elsewhere, “flesh” denotes the 
“whole fallen human nature” (Cranfield), the 
“workshop of sin” (Kaesemann). Jesus explains 
to Nicodemus that sinful people beget sinful 
children: “that which is born of the flesh is flesh” 
(John 3:6). Paul uses the word here in that 
negative way, noting that his flesh is the Law’s 
adversary: “the law is spiritual, but I am of the 
flesh, sold under sin” (v. 14). He says it again 
a few verses later: “Nothing good dwells in me, 
that is, in my flesh” (v. 18). He distinguishes 
“me” from “the ‘fleshly’ part of me.” Paul is 
making clear that the “I” has two aspects.

That brings us to the second part of the answer 
about why there is an ongoing inner struggle for 
the believer. In the believer, though he still walks 
about in his sinful flesh, there has arisen a “new 
man” who has “the desire to do what is right” (v. 
18). This new self takes its place beside the “Old 
Adam.” When he writes to the Corinthians, Paul 
says it this way: “if anyone is in Christ, he is a 
new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17). Like fraternal twins 
in the womb, these two selves are conjoined 
in a struggle that goes on through life. Paul’s 
summary at the end of this chapter is “So then, 

I myself serve the law of God with my mind, but 
with my flesh I serve the law of sin” (v. 25). 

Martin Luther and others after him used the Latin 
phrase simul iustus et peccator (“at the same 
time both saint and sinner”) to characterize that 
turmoil we feel. That’s why it can truly be said 
that becoming a Christian will make life harder, 
not easier, for us all. One preacher I knew said, 
“If you want peace on a windy day, just lie down. 
You only feel the wind when you stand up and 
walk against it.” But, of course, when you lie 
down, you go nowhere at all!

It’s enough to make us cry sometimes. Paul 
did. You can feel the frustration when he writes, 
“Wretched man that I am! Who will deliver me 
from this body of death?” (v. 24).

The victorious Christian life, it is clear, doesn’t 
mean we have no more temptations, no more 
stumblings, no more tears! And yet…

Yet we hear Paul, even in the midst of the battle, 
singing for joy:

Thanks  be  to  God th rough Jesus  Chr i s t 
our  Lord !  ( v. 25 ) 

That’s where the Law, that good, holy, and very 
useful gift of God, drives us. Luther’s “battle 
hymn” echoes the confident joy of Paul:

Wi th  m igh t  o f  ou r s  can  naugh t  be  done , 
Soon  we re  ou r  l o ss  e f f ec ted ;

Bu t  f o r  us  f i gh t s  t he  va l i an t  One , Whom 
God  H imse l f  e l ec ted .

Ask  ye , Who  i s  t h i s?  Jesus  Ch r i s t  i t  i s ,

O f  Sabao th  Lo rd , And  t he re ’s  none 
o the r  God ;

He  ho lds  t he  f i e l d  f o reve r. 
( LSB , Hymn  656 )
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P OSTSCR I P T – T H R EE USES OF T H E L AW 
Christian teachers have often said the Law has three uses. Students 
in many a confirmation class have memorized them as curb, mirror, 
and rule:

Curb – by threat of punishment, God uses the Law to control gross 
outbursts of sin. In highway terms, think of the warning signs, 
(“Watch your speed – We are!”) and the flashing lights in your 
rearview mirror.

Mirror – the Law shows us who we are and why we need a Savior. 
The Law has its S.O.S. (shows our sins), which prepares us for 
the Gospel’s S.O.S. (shows our Savior). This use is the use most 
clearly described in Romans 7.

Rule – in saying, “what we are to do and not to do” the Law provides 
a “lamp to my feet and a light to my path” (Ps. 119:105). The 
Benedictines have a Rule for their monastic order. So do we.

This “third use of the Law” has been a subject of some debate. Many 
argue, citing Paul himself in 1 Tim. 1:8–9, that “the law is good, if one 
uses it lawfully, understanding this, that the law is not laid down for 
the just but for the lawless and disobedient.” Others respond by saying 
that, to the extent that we are completely faithful and obedient, no, we 
do not need it. But none of us is faithful all the time! To the extent we 
falter and fizzle in our Christian walk, the Law still provides a useful 
rule to show us the path ahead.

It’s a debate worth having since it prompts us to read more carefully 
and examine our lives more prayerfully. Not everything is neatly tied 
with a bow!

The Law has its S.O.S. (shows our sins), 
which prepares us for the Gospel’s S.O.S. 

(shows our Savior). 
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 8:1–17

Dear Father in Heaven, what a joy for me to call You “Father”! Today I come as Your 
dear child to meditate on Your Word to me here. With confidence, I remember Your 

promises. With a grateful heart, I lay aside my fear and remember that I belong to You. 
By this study time and by my life, help me give You glory. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review:
1. Describe the role of the Law in the drama of salvation.

2. What are two possible meanings of the word “flesh” in the Bible?

3. How might Romans 7 comfort the believer who says, “I feel like a failure as a Christian”?

Romans 8:1–4
4. The word “law” appears 4 times in these verses. To what does “law” refer in:

 Verse 2a

 Verse 2b

 Verses 3–4

5. A key word in these verses is “condemnation.” In your own experience, which of the following feels like a source 
of condemnation for you?

 ___ Spouse ___ Children ___ Childhood/teen memories

 ___ Friend ___ Conscience ___ Church/Pastor

6. Who does the condemning in these verses? What is being condemned?

7. What preposition describes our connection with Jesus?

Romans 8:5–11

8. Where is the battle for control of your life fought…and won or lost? 

9. In a few words, describe what’s going on in an unbeliever’s mind, as portrayed in vv. 5–8.

 Do the same about a believer’s mind, as portrayed in vv. 9–11.
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10.  There’s a close connection between the resurrection of Jesus and that of the believer. What connects the two 
in verse 11?

11. What more do you learn about this from the following?

 1 Cor. 6:14

 1 Cor. 15:20, 23

 2 Cor. 4:14

 Phil. 3:20–21

 1 Thess. 4:14

Romans 8:12–17
12.  Briefly describe how the words “debtor” and “heir” apply to you just now.

13. It’s common for people to say, “We’re all children of God.” What do they normally mean by that?

 In verse 15, what word describes the process by which we become God’s children?

14. According to vv. 15–17, what things come as part of the “sonship package”?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 8 (Part One) 
Take time to review the verses from Romans you have memorized along the way.

 What’s the biggest obstacle you’ve faced in doing this? 

 What’s the biggest blessing you’ve experienced?

Now tackle the verse from Romans 8 (Part One):

Romans 8:6 To set the mind on the flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace.
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MI N DSET
“Mindset” is a word that comes in handy when we describe another person 
we think we’ve got pegged. “She has a parochial mindset.” “He has a 
businessman’s mindset.” One might be described as having an “optimistic” 
mindset or a “medieval” mindset or a “suspicious” mindset, among others. 
What would people say your “mindset” is?

The American Heritage Dictionary says a mindset is “a fixed mental 
attitude or disposition that predetermines a person’s responses to and 
interpretations of situations.” Your mindset is your whole way of coming 
at life! It may not, of course, be so “fixed” as the dictionary says. There 
are online quizzes, for example, that distinguish between a “fixed” and a 
“growth” mindset. A fixed mindset, it appears, equals a “closed mind.” 
A growth mindset, on the other hand, belongs to a person with an “open 
mind.” A person who is truly serious about this can take a Mindset 
Assessment Profile (MAP). It is used to predict how successful someone 
thinks that person will be, especially in business. 

In Romans 8, we meet the word “mindset” (a good translation of the Greek 
word phroneema in 8:6). Paul describes people who “set their minds” on 
things that are polar opposites, with the result that their lives are lived 
in very different ways. There are eternal consequences to where they set 
those minds of theirs. The Bible, of course, is not written about “them.” It’s 
about “us”! We’ll need to get very personal as we jump into this chapter. 
Let this word be what James says — a “mirror” (James 1:23). Let’s see if 
we can see ourselves, our mindset, and our destiny in these words. 

The battle for control of our lives is fought — and won or 
lost — in our MINDS before it ever reaches our mouths 

or hands or feet! We “think it” before we “do it.”

A NEW MINDSET

THE CONDEMNED SET FREE!  –  ROMANS 8:1–4 64

THE MIND SET ON THE FLESH – ROMANS 8:5–8 64

THE MIND SET ON THE SP IR IT  –  ROMANS 8:9–11 65

THE PR IV ILEGES OF GOD’S CH ILDREN – ROMANS 8:12–17 66

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 8:18–39 68

Romans
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T H E CON DE MN ED SET FR EE ! 
ROMans 8:1–4
These verses are a “hinge.” Romans 7:25 
was not really the end of the previous 
thought, and Romans 8:1 is not really the 
beginning of a new one. An unfortunate 
paragraphing break at 8:1 artificially 
separates these first four verses from 
what went before, when in fact they 
bring the Christian’s struggle under the 
Law (described in Chapter 7) to a joyful 
conclusion, proclaiming us free to have a 
new mindset. 

So let’s retrace our steps. Chapter 7 was 
about the Law and our relation to it. Four 
more times in 8:1–4 we read the word 
“law.” The first two of these narrate the 
astonishing good news that in God’s 
courtroom, “wretched man” Paul’s cry for 
deliverance has been answered. Watch 
how Paul uses “law” here: “the law of the 
Spirit of life has set you free in Christ Jesus 
from the law of sin and death” (v. 2). How? 
By fulfilling the “righteous requirement of 
the law [of Moses]” (v. 4). We didn’t do it 
— God did. The word “law” has here been 
widened to mean how the Holy Spirit, given 
us in our baptism (1 Cor. 12:13), has put 
us “in Christ Jesus” (v. 2) and given us the 
benefits Jesus won by His life, death, and 
resurrection. That “law of sin and death” 
which had demanded a rightful payment 
to God has thereby been satisfied. God the 
Judge does the condemning here, but it 
is SIN that winds up “condemned…in the 
flesh” (v. 3). In the very flesh of Jesus. We 
are now (to use a favorite prepositional 
phrase of Paul) “in Christ.” And we are free!

Because of that, there is “no condemnation 
for those who are in Christ Jesus” (v. 1)! 
“Condemnation” is the polar opposite of the 
Greek term for “justification.” You can see 
those opposites paired earlier in Rom. 5:18. 
The justified person has been declared “not 
guilty” by God the Judge. The condemnation 
we’ve all experienced in the eyes of an 
angry spouse or disappointed children 
has been cancelled. The accusing voice of 
conscience has been hushed. God Himself 
“has done what the law… could not do” (v. 
3). For many people, it’s the sort of peace 
it takes a lifetime to find, but once found, 
brings lasting joy and a new mindset. 

T H E MI N D SET ON T H E FLESH 
ROMans 8:5–8
The battle for control of our lives is fought 
— and won or lost — in our MINDS before 
it ever reaches our mouths or hands or feet! 
We “think it” before we “do it.” What Paul 
says here about the importance of where 
one “sets one’s mind” is echoed in Phil. 
3:19 (“minds set on earthly things”). Jesus 
says much the same thing when He says 
that the sinful behaviors people display 
come “out of the heart” (Matt. 15:19). 

In these verses, Paul gives us a tutorial 
review of two opposite “mindsets,” summed 
up in the words “flesh” and “Spirit.” Jesus 
uses the same words in John 3:5–6 to 
instruct Nicodemus about the new birth in 
baptism (“born of the Spirit”) contrasted 
to the condition of fallen humans (“born of 
the flesh”). The mindsets Paul describes 
produce not simply thoughts, but actions. 
The word translated “live according to” 
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literally means “walk around.” The way we think 
becomes the way we walk! 

Here in vv. 5–8, Paul points us to what’s going 
on in the unbeliever’s mind. An unbeliever is 
preoccupied with “things of the flesh” (v. 5). Need 
a list? Just look around at what’s advertised. Our 
culture is preoccupied with money, sex, and power, 
says Richard Foster, author of a book by that title. 
In Galatians, Paul provides a list of the sins such 
preoccupation produces — “sexual immorality…
jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries… drunkenness, 
orgies, and things like these” (Gal. 5:19–21). Not a 
pretty picture!

A fleshly mindset, Paul adds, is “hostile to God” 
(v. 7). People with that mindset don’t want God’s 
boundaries or prohibitions. They are spiritually 
“disabled” — unable to submit to the Law (v. 7) 
and unable to “please God” (v. 8). The infamous 
“hate man” of Berkeley, California, has been living 
out his philosophy of “oppositionality” to God and 
others since 1973. That spirit is growing more 
prevalent in our culture. To cite one example, 
atheists have begun posting ads against God and 
the church, especially at Christmas. The point in 
these verses, however, is not to look at “them” and 
say, “Ain’t it awful?” but to look at ourselves and 
ask, “Is it I?” All of us, Paul said in Rom. 5:10, were 
once “enemies.” Good questions to ask oneself 
include, “What occupies my mind these days? 
Where am I spending my time and money? Is my 
spirit one of gratitude or resentment?”

T H E MI N D SET ON T H E SPI R I T 
ROMans 8:9–11
Thankfully, there is another mindset one can see 
and experience. Verse 9 begins with an emphatic 
“You!” As if underlining the wondrous contrast 
(“You, however” — yes, YOU reading this letter!), 
he alerts the readers to the wondrous new life, the 
very new mindset, that is theirs now. He does not 
presume, to be sure, that every single person at the 
church in Rome is a believer, so each succeeding 

sentence contains a thought-provoking “if.” Once 
again, we are moved to ask ourselves, “Does this 
describe me?”

The new mindset does not mean a Christian is 
simply one who “thinks differently.” That would be 
too tame an explanation! No. Those who have this 
new mindset have a completely different spirit, not 
because they “think better thoughts” or “live better 
lives” but because they have the Holy Spirit inside! 
The “Spirit of God dwells” (v. 9) in the believer. Our 
bodies become temples of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 
6:19). Observant readers will note that later in the 
same verse the Spirit is called “the Spirit of Christ.” 
The ancient preacher Chrysostom explained this: 
“Paul is not saying here that the Spirit is Christ but 
is showing rather that anyone who has the Spirit 
has Christ as well…” (Homilies on the Epistle to 
the Romans, 13). 

To have Christ, to be “in Christ,” is Paul’s favorite 
definition of being a Christian. In writing to the 
Philippians, he urges them to “have this mind 
among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus” 
(Phil. 2:5). There are more than 150 comparable 
expressions in Paul’s letters.

This mindset (v. 10 – “if Christ is in you”) has 
a blessed consequence. The “fruit of the Spirit” 
Paul lists in Galatians 5:22–23 (“love, joy, peace, 
patience” etc.) is here summed up in a single word 
— “life.” There are two words for “life” in Greek 
— bios and zoee — from which derive our English 
words biology and zoology. Bios denotes the merely 
quantitative, physical life (heartbeat, respiration, 
brain waves) that we see monitored at a patient’s 
bedside in the CCU. Zoee refers to a life that is a 
qualitatively different, deeper life with a spiritual 
dimension. This was the “more abundant” life Jesus 
said He had come to bring (John 10:10). 

Paul is no Pollyanna. He knows, as we know, that 
Christians must still live in a troubled world and 
must still endure their own aging, dying bodies. He 
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makes an astonishing declaration in verse 10: “if Christ is in you, although the body is 
dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of righteousness.” We STILL have fleshly, 
mortal bodies. Simul iustus et peccator! We still experience arthritis and Alzheimer’s, 
migraines and muscular dystrophy. We must still endure physical death, what someone 
called “the last way station on the road to eternal life.” But we are no longer “in the 
flesh” (under the control of the sinful nature). Even our dying can be hope-filled. How 
many an older saint in his final years can show us that light of life shining through the 
windows of a frail body! 

Those who have this new mindset look forward to one last (and lasting) benefit, the 
resurrection from the dead. “I’m gonna live till I die,” said one grizzled fellow, “and then 
I’m gonna live forever!” Once again, it is because we are IN CHRIST, whom the Holy 
Spirit raised from the dead (v. 11). There’s a close connection between the resurrection 
of Jesus and that of the believer. The most obvious is the promise that the same God 
“who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies” (v. 11). 
Paul never tires of opening this precious package and looking at it with wonder. The 
same God will raise us with the same power (1 Cor. 6:14). Jesus is the “firstfruits,” the 
first of many (1 Cor. 15:20). In the process, He will transform our lowly bodies and make 
them to be glorious like that of the risen Jesus (Phil. 3:20–21)! Our rising will mean 
coming face to face with our Savior at last (2 Cor. 4:14) and returning with Him at His 
Second Coming (1 Thess. 4:14). An old song says, When we all see Jesus, we’ll sing and 
shout the victory!

T H E PR I V I LEGES OF GOD’S CH I LDR EN 
ROMans 8:12–17
Until our home-going, there is daily life to live. We live with a whole new status. We 
are “sons of God” (v. 14)! It’s common, of course, to hear people say, “We’re all God’s 
children.” If what they mean is that God made us, that’s true enough. But there is much 
more to “sonship” than being physically made. We all know people who say, “I haven’t 
seen my father in years; we have no real relationship.” We need an intimate personal 
relationship with our Father, a life lived out of gratitude and not fear. Not everyone has 
that. How do we get it?

Paul introduces a new word to explain the sonship we now enjoy. The word is adoption. 
“You have received the Spirit of adoption as sons” (v. 15). Adoption is a deliberate 
procedure undertaken by parents to bring a child into the family. God has done that for 
us. In the Roman world, adoption into a family meant that all prior debts were cancelled. 
Jesus did that very thing on the cross, “canceling the record of debt that stood against 
us” (Col. 2:14). The literal meaning of “It is finished” (John 19:30) is “paid in full”! 
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So why does Paul say we are “debtors” (v. 12)? 
The very next phrase makes clear that our debt is 
“not to the flesh” (as if still enslaved by our sinful 
appetites). We have also been “released from [our 
debt to] the law” (7:6). The only debt that remains 
is the debt of gratitude that fills us for the grace, 
the adoption, and the privileges we have received!

An old hymn says, O, to grace, how great a 
debtor/ Daily I’m constrained to be!

What’s in our “sonship package”? The first 
benefit is an intimate, loving relationship with 
God the Father. Fear is banished, and we 
come to Him as we cry, “Abba! Father!” (v. 15). 
Jesus Himself used those words as He knelt in 
Gethsemane (Mark 14:36). Luther unpacks this 
joyful privilege: 

“In the midst of these terrors of the Law, 
thunderclaps of s in, t remors of death, 
and the roar ings of the devi l…the Holy 
Spir i t  begins to cry in our heart : ‘Abba! 
Father! ’  And His cry… breaks through…
the horr ib le cr ies of the Law, s in, death, 
and the devi l . I t  penetrates the clouds…
and i t  reaches al l  the way to the ears of 
God.” (Lectures on Galat ians)

There is more that comes as part of the 
“sonship package.” Verses 16–17 contain four 
beautiful compound verbs (verbs employing 
“with”) that express other benefits God includes 
for us. First, the Holy Spirit “bears witness 
with” us “that we are children of God” (v. 16). 

We are not only made to be children of God, we 
are made aware of it in a continuing way. When 
life batters and conscience accuses, we still 
know who we are!

Then, in rapid-fire succession, Paul says we 
“are…heirs with Christ,” provided we “suffer 
with him,” so that finally we may also “be 
glorified with him” (v. 17). A father makes 
his children “heirs” of his estate. At the last 
judgment, we will hear Jesus say, “Come… 
inherit the kingdom prepared for you” (Matt. 
25:34). Our sonship, like that of Jesus Himself, 
will mean that for a time we “suffer” with Him. 
This suffering is a holy privilege that bears 
witness to the world (the Greek word martyr 
means “witness”!) that we are His. Finally, 
there comes “glory”! C. S. Lewis wrote:

“Remember that the dul lest and most 
uninterest ing person you can talk to may 
one day be a creature which, i f  you saw 
i t  now, you would be strongly tempted to 
worship… There are no ordinary people. 
You have never ta lked to a mere mortal . 
Nat ions, cul tures, arts, c iv i l izat ions — 
these are mortal , and their  l i fe is to ours 
as the l i fe of a gnat. But i t  is immortals 
whom we joke with, work with, marry, 
snub, and exploi t  — immortal  horrors or 
ever last ing splendors.” 
(The Weight of Glory)

In our next lesson, we will have a look at the 
“everlasting splendors.”

What’s in our “sonship package”? The first benefit is an 
intimate, loving relationship with God the Father.
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 8:18–39

Lord God, renew me through Your Word today. When I don’t know 
what to pray, and when my hopes dwindle, strengthen me with Your sure 

and certain promises here. I ask it in Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review:
1. Identify and contrast the two “mindsets” described in Romans 8:5–11.

2. What are the two Greek words for “life”? How do their meanings differ? Which one does Paul employ?

3. List benefits of being God’s children.

Romans 8:18–25
4. Make a list of the words in this section that describe the “present suffering” of the creation.

5. Make a similar list that describes “the glory that is to be revealed.”

6. How would you characterize your own experience of the “groaning”?

7. Why does Paul employ the metaphor of childbirth?

 What do the passages listed below say by use of that same picture?

 John 16:21–22

 Gal. 4:19

 1 Thess. 5:3 

Romans 8:26–30

8. Do you normally see the glass “half full” or “half empty”?

9. How does the Spirit help us in our prayer life?
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10. “All things work together for good” for believers. Is there something you can now see (by hindsight) where God 
“worked for good” that did not appear “good” at the time?

11. Predestination (vv. 29–30) has been called a “doctrine of comfort.” What is that comfort? 

12. What other words follow in a sequence after “predestined”?

Romans 8:31–39

13. A “rhetorical” question is one that does not need answering because the answer is obvious. How many such 

questions can you find in verses 31–35?

 Go back through the questions and, even if the answer is obvious, answer Paul as if you were face to face with 
him… perhaps even aloud!

14. What passage does Paul quote in verse 36? 

 What incidents from Paul’s ministry can you remember that illustrated its truth in his personal experience?

15. List the items in the “enemies list” (vv. 38–39). 

 Which of these is most dreaded by you personally?

16. In what way do you find God’s Word in this chapter encouraging to you?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 8 (Part Two)

Choose one of the following:

Rom. 8:18 I  consider that the sufferings of this present t ime are not worth comparing with the 
glory that is to be revealed to us.

Rom. 8:28 (NIV) We know that in al l  th ings God works for the good of those who love him, who have 
been cal led according to his purpose.

Rom. 8:38–39 (NIV) I  am convinced that nei ther death nor l i fe, nei ther angels nor demons, nei ther the 
present nor the future, nor any powers, nei ther height nor depth, nor anything else 
in al l  creat ion, wi l l  be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ 
Jesus our Lord.
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T H E GROA N I NG A N D GLORY OF CH I LDB I RT H
Every mother remembers the groaning. Not a few of the fathers do too, 
especially if they remained in the birthing room to “coach” their wives 
through the very personal ordeal of childbirth. The pain and tears, the 
sweat on the forehead, the guttural pants and cries, and the desperate 
need to push all explain why this is called “labor.” Those same mothers 
and fathers will testify that afterward, when the groaning has stopped and 
the baby has arrived, the hours of distress are swallowed up by the joy of 
a new life in the world. The groaning is dwarfed by the glory. “We have a 
child! Thank you, God!”

Romans 8 is a chapter that invites us into a cosmic labor room to witness 
“the revealing of the sons of God” (8:19). Paul speaks so vividly of both 
the groaning and the glory that we can see and hear and practically feel 
it in our bones. The tragic story of glory tossed away (Rom. 1:23) comes 
full circle here as Paul describes its imminent restoration. It’s an intensely 
personal Word from God that addresses us in lonely, empty times and 
in the darkest and most desperate places in our lives and summons us 
with astonishing promises to pray with confidence and hold fast to an 
unquenchable hope.

GROA N I NG CR E AT ION, GROA N I NG CH R IST I A NS 
ROMANS 8:18–25
This section opens with pointed contrast between “the sufferings of 
this present time” and “the glory that is to be revealed” (v. 18). The 
unavoidable issue that challenges every believer is, “If God is good, WHY 

The unavoidable issue that challenges every 
believer is, “If God is good, WHY is there such 

suffering in the world and in my own life?”

BEHIND IT  ALL , GOD AT WORK!  –  ROMANS 8:26–30 71

NOTHING WILL  SEPARATE US FROM GOD’S LOVE  
ROMANS 8:31–39 72

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 9:1–29 74

THE GROANING AND THE GLORY

Romans
 

R o m a n s  8 : 1 8 – 3 9

70



is there such suffering in the world and in my own 
life?” Instead of answering that question directly, Paul 
presents his readers with a stunning comparison. “Hold 
these two things side by side,” he tells us, “and see 
which outweighs the other.” The sufferings, he asserts, 
are “not worth comparing” with the “eternal weight” 
(2 Cor. 4:17) of that glory. The Greek words suggest a 
financial calculation, as if one were weighing two piles 
of coins. The “glory pile,” says Paul, far outweighs the 
“suffering pile”!

Those sufferings, however, are not a trivial matter! 
They encompass the “whole creation,” which “has 
been groaning together” (v. 22). The groaning creation 
is marked by “corruption” (v. 21) and “futility” (v. 20), 
a word used 39 times in Ecclesiastes (“vanity”) to 
describe the sense of purposelessness in human life. 
The creation groans “together” with us. Human activity, 
in fact, often produces groaning in the rest of creation! 
Massive oil spills at Prudhoe Bay (2006) and in the Gulf 
of Mexico (2010) devastated marine life. The Apollo 
astronauts described seeing cancerous brown smog 
shrouding many of earth’s cities. Tourists in Israel have 
even reported with dismay that a once-lovely hillside 
near Nazareth, Jesus’ own home town, is now littered 
with garbage and junk cars.

“We ourselves, who have the firstfruits of the Spirit” 
(v. 23) are groaning too. The term “firstfruits,” which 
described the first, best portion of a harvest brought 
to God as an offering (prescribed in Deut. 26) is here 
applied with a surprising twist, not as what we bring 
to God, but as what He has already given us (Eph. 
1:13–14)! That Holy Spirit is a “down payment” toward 
the full delivery of the new creation. Meanwhile, God’s 
people still bear the same burdens as everyone else. We 
know financial setbacks, fractured relationships, and 
the cumulative impact of illness and aging. We ache for 
children bullied at school and hear the groaning of our 
dear ones at many a nursing care facility. 

But the particular groaning Paul writes about here is 
that Christians must “wait” for our “adoption as sons, 
the redemption of our bodies” (v. 23) to be finalized. 
God’s promise is not that we will shed our bodies and 
return as “ghosts” (“I’m going to come back and haunt 

you!”), but that those bodies will be “redeemed” and 
restored in glory (1 Cor. 15:35–49), as was the body 
of Jesus. The pregnant mother must wait nine months 
for the baby’s arrival, with increasing discomfort. 
The “expectant” Christian, who knows there’s a new 
creation coming (Is. 65:17; 2 Peter 3:13), waits with 
increasing discomfort and longing, not knowing when it 
will be revealed.

Paul employs the metaphor of childbirth to assure us 
that the arrival of that newborn creation is certain, 
even if we don’t know when (see 1 Thess. 5:3). Joy 
will surely replace pain! Jesus Himself employed the 
image (John 16:21), saying that a woman’s “sorrow” 
(labor’s pain) will be forgotten when the baby comes. 
That will happen for us, He promises. So we live in a 
sure “hope” (vv. 24–25) that is akin to the “expecting” 
of a pregnant woman! Indeed, the whole creation, says 
Paul, shares our “eager longing” (v. 19). The Greek 
word literally means a stretching out of one’s neck 
toward something, like a giraffe stretching toward a 
tasty bunch of leaves. Ours is a hungry kind of waiting.

B EH I N D I T A LL, GOD AT WOR K ! 
ROMANS 8:26–30
As hope sustains the believer in suffering, the Holy 
Spirit helps him in prayer. Soldiers deployed far from 
their families have always needed to stay connected, 
whether by letters or, more recently, by skyping with 
their loved ones. In the same way, we who are deployed 
on the front lines of life’s battle need the lifeline that 
prayer provides. But it is not easy to pray at times 
when we are in chronic physical or emotional pain. We 
groan in our emptiness. We have no words. “We do not 
know what to pray for as we ought” (v. 26). 

For those empty times comes a help unexpected and 
powerful. “The Spirit himself intercedes for us with 
groanings too deep for words” (v. 26). The Spirit groans 
too! In the mysterious working of the Trinity, Jesus too 
intercedes (Heb. 7:25) and God the Father (“he who 
searches hearts” v. 27) receives the intercessions and 
works “all things…for good” (v. 28). 

It is a promise that can sustain us in any situation, no 
matter how dreadful it appears. Jesus promised to be 
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with us “always, to the end of the age” (Matt. 28:20). 
So now Paul adds this mighty promise that “all things 
work together for good” for believers. Even crippling 
injury. Even our stupid, sinful blunders. Even death. 
If we live long enough, we can look back and see (by 
hindsight) situations where God “worked for good” that 
did not appear “good” at all as we lived through them. 
So Joseph says to his brothers (who had sold him into 
slavery!), “You meant evil against me, but God meant it 
for good” (Gen. 50:20). God used the simple evil of the 
brothers to bring about a wondrous rescue of multitudes 
from hunger in a famine. Always God is in control!

The section makes clear that God has not left us alone 
in the world’s sea of troubles. Indeed, He had us on 
His heart and in His gracious “purpose” (v. 28) from 
the very beginning. Paul uses a sequence of words to 
portray how that purpose is being realized in us:

He [God] foreknew (v. 29)  
He predestined to be conformed to the image of 
His Son (v. 29) 
He called… He justified… He also glorified (v. 30).

The first two words (“foreknew…predestined”) indicate 
the gracious action of God before time began. The next 
two (“called…justified”) take place within our time, our 
history. The final term (“glorified”) will take place when 
time finally ends.

It’s common for people to puzzle over these terms, 
especially the first two. The verb “foreknow” does not 
refer simply to intellectual awareness of something, 
but is a relationship term. Adam “knew” Eve (Gen. 
4:1) in terms of a sexual relationship. God says to 
Jeremiah, “Before I formed you in the womb I knew 
you” (Jer. 1:5), meaning that He had decided ahead of 
time to choose Jeremiah for prophetic work. Here in 
Romans God assures us that He has similarly chosen 
us to be His people in Jesus Christ. The second 
term, “predestine,” makes clear that God also set 
us on a path with a particular destiny (see also Eph. 
1:11–12) — all before we were born. The doctrine of 
predestination is intended to be a doctrine of supreme 
comfort for believers who wonder if they can “hang on” 
in tough times. These words are God’s emphatic “Yes! 

I’ve loved you ever so long!” It’s something that makes 
one want to say, “Wow!”

Questions remain. One that is frequently posed is, 
“Why are some elected and not others?” Sainted 
professor Martin Franzmann wrote the following, using 
the common term “election” for predestination:

To speak of eternal election is simply an 
intensified expression of… “He has loved me with 
an everlasting love”… Questions like: “What of 
the others, those not elected?” “Why some and 
not others?”…”How can I be sure that He has 
chosen me?” Questions like these are gray and 
sightless creatures born to live in darkness…
When the New Testament speaks of election, it is 
speaking a personal and heartening word to the 
called saints…about their sainthood.

The notion of God’s election faces us again in Chapter 9, 
and there will be more to say when we encounter it there.

A final word in this section deserves extra attention. 
Our destiny is to be “conformed to the image of 
his Son… that he might be the firstborn among 
many brothers” (v. 29). We must not hear this word 
“firstborn” saying “There was a time when God’s Son 
didn’t exist,” as did the ancient Arians and modern-
day Jehovah’s Witnesses (but see John 8:58!). The 
term “firstborn” describes His pre-eminence and the 
fact that He shares His privileges with us (Cranfield). 
His resurrection came first (Col. 1:18; Rev. 1:5). His 
glorifying came first. Because He has paved the way, 
we believers get to follow.

NOT H I NG W I LL SEPA R AT E US FROM 
GOD’S LOV E 
ROMans 8:31–39
Now, just as it happens at a fireworks display, comes 
the grand finale to this chapter, and indeed the entire 
first half of the letter! Paul begins: “What then shall we 
say to these things?” (all the treasures Paul has laid 
out in 8 chapters). His immediate, triumphant answer 
is a rhetorical question that isn’t really a question 
at all: “If God is for us, who can be against us?” (v. 
31). Of course there is no “if.” God IS for us! C. E. B. 
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Cranfield calls this a “concise summary of the Gospel.” 

To unfold the wonder of what it means for God to be 
“for us,” Paul addresses his readers with a further 
sequence of questions whose answers are obvious.

“He who did not spare his own Son but gave 
him up for us all, how will he not also with him 
graciously give us all things?” (v. 32)

That’s what father Abraham did long ago, you 
remember (Gen. 22). After waiting all those years, he 
willingly gave up Isaac, his “only” son, his “beloved” 
son, and brought him to Mt. Moriah to offer him. That 
act, says Michael Middendorf, profoundly foreshadows 
God’s own gracious offering of His “beloved Son” for 
us. If God has already done that “great thing,” He will 
surely handle the “lesser thing” of giving us everything 
else we need, won’t He? “Boom!” go the fireworks.

Now the second question, which sounds like a 
provocative courtroom challenge:

“Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect?” 
(v. 33)

The challenge will surely have no lack of takers who 
rise up to do this very thing! Satan (“the Accuser”) did 
so with Job (Job 1:6ff.) and will attempt the same with 
us. Our own consciences sometimes “accuse” (Rom. 
2:15), bearing witness to us of what we have done 
wrong. But Paul has made it clear in Chapters 1–4 that 
God is the “justifier of the one who has faith in Jesus” 
(3:26). So the answer is simply “No one!” For against 
every attempted indictment of God’s people there 
stands the solid rock of Jesus Christ, “the one who 
died – more than that, who was raised – who is at the 
right hand of God, who indeed is interceding for us” (v. 
34). “Boom!” go the fireworks.

Now for question three:

“Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?” 
(v. 35)

Many will try! For those who lack imagination, Paul 
supplies a whole list of potential separators: “Shall 
tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 

nakedness, or danger, or sword?” (v. 35). This list 
runs the gamut from ordinary “pressures” that come 
to everyone to the dramatic threat of death that even 
now meets some Christians in the Middle East and 
elsewhere. It has ever been so, Paul says, citing Ps. 
44:22 — “For your sake we are being killed all the 
day long.” The psalmist earlier makes the point that 
all this comes “though we have not forgotten” God or 
been false to the covenant (Ps. 44:17). What is striking 
about Paul’s list is that he himself faced many of these 
things — danger and hunger and nakedness (2 Cor. 
11:26–27), persecution and distress (2 Cor. 12:10), 
and finally execution with the sword, according to 
tradition. No, none of these things can separate us. 
Paul stayed faithful because Christ’s love stays faithful. 
We also are “more than conquerors through him who 
loved us” (v. 37). “Boom” go the fireworks again.

Middendorf writes, “Paul marches triumphantly on 
toward his conclusion with one final sentence.” Is 
there anyone or anything else that wants to have a go 
at separating us from that astounding never-say-die 
love of God in Christ? Bring them all on! “Neither death 
nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor 
things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor 
anything else in all creation, will be able to separate 
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (vv. 
38–39). Nothing has been left out. “All creation” has 
been challenged, but nothing at all is found that can 
match the matchless love of God. “Boom!”

The fireworks display is at an end. This magnificent 
chapter that began with “nothing condemns us” now 
ends with “nothing can separate us.” The groaning is 
ending and the glory beginning. So “with angels and 
archangels and all the company of heaven, we laud and 
magnify Your glorious name, evermore praising You and 
saying:

Holy, holy, holy Lord God of Sabaoth;  
heav’n and earth are full of Thy glory. 
Hosanna, hosanna, hosanna in the highest… 
(LSB, pp. 194–5)
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 9:1–29

Lord God, all history and all people are in Your hands. Speak to 
me in this study of Your mysterious purposes at work in the people 

of Israel and also in me. I ask it for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For Review:
1. What approach does Paul take in answering the perpetual question of the suffering we see in the world?

2. How does Paul use the metaphor of childbirth to assure his readers of God’s purposes?

3. What for you was the biggest “encourager” in 8:18–39?

Romans 9:1–5
4. Paul anguishes over Israel. Is there anyone over whom you presently anguish with concern about their 

salvation?

5. Make a list of Israel’s privileges, as given in vv. 4–5.

Romans 9:6–13
6. What haunting question is Paul addressing in these verses?

7. How does he explain Israel’s failure to believe in spite of their “privileges”?

8. One of Paul’s purposes in Chapters 9–11 is to identify the “true Israel.” According to verse 8, who is the true 
Israel?

9. Two pairs of sons illustrate his point. Who are the sons in 
vv. 7–9?

 vv. 10–13?
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Romans 9:14–18

10. According to verse 16, these stories illustrate that God’s choice and promise are not based on 

________________ but on ______________
11. Paul again dialogues with an invisible opponent. What objection does the opponent raise in verse 14?

12. Now he makes use of the story of Moses and Pharaoh (Exodus 14). How would you summarize God’s purpose in 
“using” Pharaoh? Is God being “fair” or “unfair”? Give reasons for your answer.

Romans 9:19–29
13. What is the second objection the opponent raises in verse 19?

14. Paul uses yet another Old Testament illustration – the potter and the clay (Jer. 18). To whom is Paul referring in 
his mention of two kinds of pots?

15. How does Romans 2:4 aid your understanding of the “vessels of wrath” in v. 22?

16.  How has God been shaping you? If you had to pick what sort of “pot” you are, which would come closest to 
what you think you are?

 a) Flower pot

 b) Ash tray

 c) Coffee mug

 d) Wash basin

 OR?

17. Paul quotes several more Old Testament passages in vv. 25–29. Where are the quotations from? 

 What is their “point”?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 9

Rom. 9:16 So then i t  depends not on human wi l l  or exert ion, but on God, who has mercy.
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PAUL’S  ANGUISH AND H IS  IMPOSSIBLE WISH  
ROMANS 9:1–5 77

GOD’S WORD HAS NOT FA ILED!  –  ROMANS 9:6–13 77

THE MERCIFUL CALL –  ROMANS 9:14–18 78

THE POTTER AND THE CLAY –  ROMANS 9:19–23 78

MY PEOPLE!  –  ROMANS 9:24–29 79

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 9:30–10:21 80

A NGU ISH FOR OT H ER S
A young couple sat by the bedside of their infant daughter in the NICU. 
Tears filled their eyes as they watched her struggle to breathe. “If I 
could,” the new father told the chaplain with a sob, “I would give up my 
life so that she could live.” We experience anguish when we see people 
in distress. Images of people whose homes have been destroyed by a 
tornado or of the bloodied victims of terrorist attacks provoke profound 
sorrow in us and a desire to help.

That sorrow runs deepest when those people in distress are friends or 
members of our own families, especially when that distress is about 
spiritual matters. A spouse who refuses to come to church with us. A child 
who has drifted from the faith or been caught up in a cult. A friend once 
close, but now estranged and hostile to what we hold dear. Perhaps you 
have said, with tears, “I would do anything!” to bring that person back to 
faith or friendship. An old hymn encourages the congregation to pray:

Lord, lay some soul upon my heart/ And love that soul through me;

And may I bravely do my part/ To win that soul for Thee.

Paul felt such anguish not just for “some soul,” but for a whole nation 
of people – his people, the Jews. His sorrowful experience was that the 

In the first half of Romans, Paul laid out the 
treasure of the Gospel of God’s righteousness 

for sinners. His concern for the Jews launches 
the second half of Romans. His anguish is at 

the heart of Chapters 9–11 in particular.

PAUL’S ANGUISH OVER ISRAEL

Romans
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majority of those Jews that heard the Gospel rejected 
it. Like the father of that hospitalized baby, Paul was 
willing to suffer anything, even sacrifice his salvation, 
to win them to their promised Messiah. In the first half 
of Romans, Paul laid out the treasure of the Gospel 
of God’s righteousness for sinners. His concern for 
the Jews launches the second half of Romans. His 
anguish is at the heart of Chapters 9–11 in particular. 
The number of Old Testament references increases 
dramatically in these three chapters (35 direct citations 
in 90 verses!) as Paul “seeks to show that Israel’s 
unbelief, though paradoxical, is neither unexpected nor 
final.” (Middendorf) 

This section of Romans feels especially timely. The 
tiny nation of Israel is still at center stage in our 
world’s drama, still the subject of great anguish! Paul 
here challenges us to rethink the meaning of “Israel.” 
Meanwhile his words lift our hearts by reminding us of 
the patient, persistent mercy of God toward His people 
then and now. 

PAU L’S A NGU ISH 
A N D H IS I MP OSSI B LE W ISH 
ROMans 9:1–5
In 9:1, Paul’s “tone shifts dramatically from celebration 
to lamentation” (Douglas Moo). In the face of the 
astonishing grace of God, many of Paul’s own Jewish 
people, the ones for whom God prepared this feast of 
righteousness, have refused it (as in Acts 13:45–46). 
The very people to whom the Messiah was promised, 
who waited centuries for Him, have failed to recognize 
Him. Incredible! 

How does Paul react? Not with anger, but with “great 
sorrow and unceasing anguish” (v. 2). So urgent is his 
concern that he makes a solemn vow about the truth of 
these feelings and the astonishing (impossible!) wish 
it produces in him. “I could wish that I myself were 
accursed [the Greek word is anatheema] and cut off 
from Christ for the sake of my brothers” (v. 3). Paul 
would willingly forfeit his own salvation if by so doing 
he could secure theirs! Moses made a similar prayer 
after the Israelites’ golden calf rebellion: “But now, if 
you will forgive their sin — but if not, please blot me 
out of your book” (Ex. 32:32). God did not, of course, 

grant that prayer either for Moses or for Paul, but the 
anguish of these two great men is a window through 
which we see the anguished heart of God and the 
astonishing obedience of Jesus, who did this very thing 
— became a curse for us (Gal. 3:13) and suffered the 
separation of hell itself to bring us back to God.

The unbelief of the Jews is especially saddening to 
Paul because of the spiritual advantages God granted 
them. There follows a list in verses 4–5. Theirs is “the 
adoption, the glory, the covenants, the giving of the 
law, the worship, and the promises. To them belong 
the patriarchs, and from their race…is the Christ…” 
All of that God gave them, and still they say “no” to 
the Gospel!

This leaves Paul with some haunting questions: “With 
all these advantages, why have they not believed?” 
“Has God failed them?”

GOD’S WOR D H A S NOT FA I LED ! 
ROMans 9:6–13
Paul immediately answers that question: “it is not as 
though the word of God has failed” (v. 6). Why not? 
Because “not all who are descended from Israel belong 
to Israel”! That must have been a bombshell to his 
readers who were, like many of us, used to thinking of 
“Israel” as the nation inhabiting Canaan, or as a single 
ethnic group called “the Jews.” In other words, Israel’s 
failure to believe doesn’t indicate a failure on God’s 
part, for “ethnic Israel” is not the true Israel!

The proof for this audacious declaration, Paul says, is 
right under your nose in the Old Testament. Paul invites 
us once more to consider the history of the patriarchs in 
Genesis, particularly the stories of Abraham and Isaac. 
The story of Abraham’s sons Ishmael and Isaac (Genesis 
16–21) is well-known. Both boys are his “children” 
(Greek tekna), albeit from different mothers. But only one 
merits being called his “offspring” (v. 7 — Greek sperma, 
translated “seed” in KJV). Ishmael was the product of 
human effort, plain and simple. Isaac alone is the product 
of the promise (“Sarah shall have a son” — Gen. 18:10), 
a pure gift of God to post-menopausal Sarah. Ishmael 
is a “child of Abraham,” but not reckoned as part of the 
“people of promise” that Paul says is the true Israel. 

r o M A n S  9 : 1 – 2 9

MichaeL KaSting 77

13



The next example strengthens his argument. He 
holds before the readers two more sons, these from 
same father and mother, conceived by a single sexual 
act — the twin sons of Isaac and Rebekah, Esau 
and Jacob. God’s surprising choice of the younger 
Jacob over his older brother Esau took place before 
they were born “and had done nothing either good 
or bad, in order that God’s purpose of election might 
continue” (v. 11). We are jolted by the summary in 
verse 13: “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated” (quoting 
Mal. 1:2–3). What? God “hated”? But these words do 
not describe any enmity on God’s part. In this context 
“love” indicates God’s decision to choose Jacob, and 
“hate” indicates His decision to bypass or disregard 
the older brother Esau. The same verb (“hate”) is 
used later in Genesis to describe Jacob’s preference 
for Rachel over Leah (Gen. 29:30–33). He does not 
“hate” Leah. But he does prefer Rachel! Michael 
Middendorf helpfully proposes translating this word 
as “spurned” rather than “hated.” 

With these two examples, Paul has moved us toward 
a narrower understanding of “Israel” as the “children 
of the promise” rather than “all physical descendants 
of Abraham.” Isaac and Jacob are children of the 
promise, the true Israel. Ishmael and Esau are not. The 
initiative is God’s. His doing, not our deeds. As Jesus 
said to His disciples, “You did not choose me, but I 
chose you” (John 15:16). My doing, not yours! The 
faith of some Jews and the unbelief of many others 
had to happen, for thereby we discern the true Israel. 

T H E MERCI FU L C A LL 
ROMans 9:14–18
Now looms another question. Once more Paul 
dialogues with an invisible opponent. “Isn’t choosing 
one and bypassing another unjust?” The question 
brings to mind the parable of the workers in the 
vineyard who complain about the owner’s generosity 
to latecomers (Matt. 20:1–16). There, and here, 
God’s choice is not based on human accomplishment 
but on His undeserved mercy.

In answer, Paul lets God speak for Himself with two 

quotes. The first in verse 15 is from Ex. 33:19, where 
God reveals His compassionate nature to Moses: “I 
will have mercy on whom I have mercy.” Since we 
humans are “sold under sin” (Rom. 7:14), it is not 
“justice” that we are getting, but a wondrous mercy. 
It does not depend on “human will or exertion” (v. 
16). That’s more than “just”! Aren’t you glad?

The second quote, in verse 17, is a word from 
God to Pharaoh during the Exodus story. “I have 
raised you up, that I might show my power in you” 
(Ex. 9:16). Pharaoh is to be part of God’s intended 
“delivery system” out of slavery for the Israelites, 
just as He later used the Persian King Cyrus to bring 
the Israelites home out of exile (2 Chron. 36:22–23). 
But Pharaoh digs in his heels and resists. Again we 
are jolted in verse 18: “he has mercy on whomever 
he wills, and he hardens whomever he wills.” What? 
God “hardens”? 

If it sounds like God arbitrarily decided to “harden” 
Pharaoh just to score a victory over him, we must re-
read the story of the plagues (Exodus 7–12). In the 
first five plagues, “he [Pharaoh] hardened his heart” 
(8:15). Not until plague six, for the first time, do we 
read that “the Lord hardened the heart of Pharaoh” 
(9:12). God’s hardening of Pharaoh’s heart was a 
RESPONSE to Pharaoh’s repeated resistance of God’s 
will for him. Elsewhere in the New Testament the 
hardening of hearts is not portrayed as God’s doing 
but as a sinful human response to God’s proffered 
mercy. In Acts 19:8–9, for example, “some became 
hardened” in response to Paul’s preaching. 

The “hardening” of Pharaoh is being repeated in the 
hard-hearted resistance of his Jewish compatriots 
to the Gospel. In spite of this, Paul will demonstrate, 
God’s aim is always mercy.

T H E P OT T ER A N D T H E CL AY 
ROMans 9:19–23
Now comes a second objection the opponent raises 
in verse 19. “Why does he [God] still find fault? For 
who can resist his will?” In summary, God is unjust! 
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John Calvin’s explanation was to posit “double 
predestination,” the notion that God chose to save 
some and to damn others. In other words, the reason 
those Jews don’t believe is because God destined 
them to damnation.

To answer this objection, Paul uses yet another Old 
Testament illustration — the potter and the clay. 
This metaphor is a familiar one (see Is. 29:16 and 
45:9; Jer. 18:6). God is not “unjust.” He is the Potter 
simply doing what a potter must do — making 
vessels for a variety of uses. The clay a potter uses 
doesn’t talk back to him — so, says Paul, why are 
you questioning God?

God the Potter is making vessels for two kinds of 
use. He chooses “to make out of the same lump 
one vessel for honorable use and another for 
dishonorable use” (v. 21). But isn’t this just what 
Calvin is saying, that God makes some for salvation 
and some for damnation? Actually, no! The issue 
here (as with “love” and “hate” in verse 13) is a 
misleading translation. The Greek word atimian, 
here translated “dishonorable,” actually means 
“for ordinary use.” The very same pairing of words 
is used by Paul himself in 2 Tim. 2:20 about the 
vessels used in a home. Some are “gold and silver” 
(“honorable” = for special occasions!) and some are 
“wood and clay” (“dishonorable” = for everyday use). 
In the same way, God makes all people useful, some 
in more “honored” ways than others. 

The fact that some people wind up condemned 
(“vessels of wrath” in verse 22) is not because God 
arbitrarily chose that destiny for them, but because 
they, like old Pharaoh, rejected His offer of mercy. 
It is God’s nature to show BOTH His “wrath” against 
sin and His power to save. Meanwhile, He has been 
incredibly patient with a stubborn, sinful humanity. 
That patience was always meant to lead people to 
repentance (2:4), but if it is rejected, “the judgment 
of God rightly falls” (2:2)!

Meanwhile, God “prepared beforehand” the “riches 

of his glory for vessels of mercy” (v. 23). His ultimate 
will, Paul will say later, is to “have mercy on all” 
(11:32), “to allow the possibility …that the vessels 
of wrath…will become vessels of mercy” (Dunn). As 
Paul will put it, “I magnify my ministry [to Gentiles] in 
order somehow to make my fellow Jews jealous, and 
thus save some of them” (11:13b–14). 

M Y PEOPLE ! 
ROMans 9:24–29
So how can we know that mercy is OURS, whether 
we are Jews or Gentiles? Paul returns to a word he 
has used repeatedly since the beginning of the letter. 
God is the “one who calls” (literal rendering of the 
Greek in 9:11). That word anchors two quotes from 
Hosea that underscore God’s deliberate call, even to 
those Gentiles who were “not my people” (Hos. 2:23, 
cited in v. 25), people once simply vessels of wrath! 
Hosea 1:10 is cited in the next verse, adding that 
those called become “sons of the living God.” There 
is a merciful call to Gentiles. You have heard it, Paul 
tells his readers. Therein lies your certainty.

You Jews have heard it too, he adds! From the Jews 
God continues to call “a remnant” (Is. 10:22–23, 
cited in v. 27). Though many Jews have refused, 
SOME have said yes to that call in Christ. A Jew may 
say that God has, in fact “left us offspring” (Is. 1:9, 
cited in v. 29). The mention of Sodom and Gomorrah 
recalls the story of Abraham’s anguished prayer 
for the wicked city and the sparing of his family 
(Gen. 18:22–33). The city was finally destroyed, but 
Lot and his little family were the tiny remnant that 
survived. You can almost hear Paul say to himself, 
“There is always a remnant!”

“Remnant” is a hopeful word that remembers the 
survival of Lot, the community’s continuation after 
the destruction of northern Israel in 722 BC and the 
fall of Jerusalem in 586 BC, and the return of the 
remnant from exile. It is a Gospel word that speaks 
hope for the future of Israel, even in the face of the 
apostle’s anguish for her.
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 9:30–10:21

Lord God, when I am tempted to despair over my place in Your plan, lift me 
again by Your promised mercy. Encourage me just now in my study of this great 

letter! Show me how I may bless someone else. In Jesus’ name. Amen.

For Review:
1. How does Paul use two Old Testament stories of sons to begin explaining the “true Israel”?

2. The translator’s choice of words can dramatically color our understanding of a passage. What alternate 
translations did we consider for these pairs of words?

 “Love” and “hate” – 

 “Honorable” and “dishonorable” – 

3. With what did you find yourself wrestling in Chapter 9? Share whatever still feels like a “loose end” to you.

Romans 9:30–10:5
4. What great irony does Paul describe in vv. 30–31?

5. Who or what is the “stone” to which Paul refers in verse 32?

6. Paul quotes the Old Testament in verse 33. Read the sources of the quote in Is. 28:16 and 8:14. What was the 
original intent for this stone?

 What was the actual result for those who did not “believe in him”?

7. If your neighbor asked you, “What’s the difference between Christianity and other religions?” what would you 
say?

8. On the basis of 10:1–2, how would you respond if that person said, “It doesn’t matter what you believe as long 
as you’re sincere”?

LWBS80
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Romans 10:6–15
9. Paul quotes Deut. 30:11–14. What do you think was Moses’ original point here?

10. What does Paul add in vv. 6–8 in order to “recycle” that message for us?

11. Verse 9 is sometimes displayed prominently in the end zone at televised football games. Why do you think would 
someone do that?

12. God does not “jump on people in dark alleys”! According to vv. 14–15, what instead does He customarily use to 
bring people to salvation?

13. Who had the “beautiful feet” in your life?

Romans 10:16–21
14. Some people say, “I’ll believe it when I see it.” Why does Paul stress hearing (v. 17) rather than seeing?

15. According to vv. 18–19, what are two excuses Israel might have made for not coming to faith in Jesus as the 
Christ?

 What’s Paul’s answer to each?

16. How does v. 21 address those who say the reason for Israel’s unbelief is that God has predestined some for 
damnation?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 10 

Rom. 10:9 I f  you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him 
from the dead, you will be saved.
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T H E U LT I M AT E COMPET I T ION
The audience leans forward in anticipation as the envelope is opened. 
“And the winner is…!” It’s the moment at the Academy Awards when the 
“Oscar” is presented for Best Picture. For many people, the heart of life is 
competition that yields a winner. It may be the “Best Dog in Show” at the 
Westminster Kennel Club. It may be a big payoff in the lottery. It may be 
the Super Bowl trophy or a medal at the Olympic Games. Competition isn’t 
just for trophies. Its target may be a high-paying government contract or 
the response of a beautiful woman. It may bring money, honor, or simply 
bragging rights. “Winning isn’t everything — it’s the only thing!” is one of 
the cardinal doctrines of the American sports credo.

There’s a more serious brand of competition in the spiritual realm. The 
apostle Paul summarized the goal of the religious enterprise as attaining 
a prize called righteousness. He wasn’t averse to using athletic imagery 
(as in 1 Cor. 9:24–27) such as running or boxing when he spoke of that 
quest. As he pondered the mystery of the Jews and their response to the 
Gospel message, Paul spoke of a competition, not between two ethnic 
groups (Jews and Gentiles) but between two dramatically different ideas, 
two opposing avenues for attaining righteousness. A righteousness sought 
by fulfilling the demands of the Law leads to a very different end than the 
righteousness that is received by faith in Christ.

The Christian faith is the good news that God built 
a cross-shaped bridge TO US in the sending of His 

Son. This is the “righteousness that comes from God.”

THE RUNNERS STUMBLED ON A STONE  
ROMANS 9:30–33 83

THE JEWS’  MISPLACED ZEAL –  ROMANS 10:1–5 83

THE RIGHTEOUSNESS BASED ON FAITH – ROMANS 10:6–15 84

ISRAEL’S RESPONSE TO THE GOSPEL – ROMANS 10:16–21 85

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 11:1–36 86

“AND THE WINNER IS…”

Romans
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Romans 10 divides into two sections detailing 
each of these approaches in turn. It’s the ultimate 
competition. Paul makes clear which one is the 
“winner.”

T H E RU N N ER S ST U MB LED ON A STON E 
ROMANS 9:30–33
As if looking back from the finish line at a race just 
ended, Paul describes a great irony: “Gentiles who 
did not pursue righteousness have attained it…Israel 
who pursued a law that would lead to righteousness 
did not” (vv. 30–31). In the movie Amadeus, a refined 
and proper composer (Antonio Salieri) who aspires to 
be “God’s musician” impresses no one. Meanwhile, 
a wild profligate who is lewd and crude (Mozart) 
writes unforgettable music. How can this utter 
barbarian, says Salieri, be so obviously gifted with 
musical genius and loved by God (the very meaning of 
“Amadeus”!)? Doesn’t God have it backwards?

That’s what the Jews thought. They prided themselves 
on being God’s own people and despised those 
“barbarian” Gentiles. Yet they wound up losers, while 
the Gentiles were winners who got the righteousness 
the Jews had sought. Why? “They did not pursue it 
by faith,” explains Paul, “but as if it were based on 
works” (v. 32). Like a runner in a race who suddenly 
stumbles and falls, the Jews have stumbled over 
something Paul calls “the stumbling stone” (v. 32). 

The image of a stone or large rock is frequent 
in the Old Testament. Moses struck a rock with 
his rod and it gushed water for the thirsty people 
(Num. 20:7–11). An ominous stone shattered the 
image in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream (Dan. 2:34–35). 
God Himself is called a “rock” (Ps. 18:2 and often 
elsewhere). Here in verse 33, Paul cites portions 
of Is. 28:16 (“I am laying in Zion a stone”) and Is. 
8:14 (“a stone of stumbling, and a rock of offense”). 
According to Isaiah 28, God’s original intent for that 
stone was that it serve as a foundation, a place to 
stand securely in the Kingdom of God. In Isaiah 8, 
God Himself is that solid “stone,” and the prophet 
is urged to trust God and not walk in “the [evil] way 
of this people” (Is. 8:11). God Himself will become, 

the passage continues, a “stone of offense” that will 
make the residents of Judah stumble. The stone is an 
image of both hope and judgment, depending on the 
response people make.

Paul has rather freely appropriated the texts in Isaiah 
to refer to Jesus Christ as the “stumbling stone.” Paul 
ends verse 33 with another, borrowing from Isaiah 
(49:23) that “whoever believes in him will not be 
put to shame.” There is no doubt that Paul identifies 
“him” as Jesus, who applied the stone imagery to 
Himself in Luke 20:17–18. Paul says it all again 
in 1 Cor. 10:4, where he says flatly, “the Rock was 
Christ.” In the “faith versus works” competition, 
Jesus the great Rock provides a foundation of 
righteousness for any (Jew or Gentile!) that will trust 
Him, but will be the cause of stumbling for any who 
choose to pursue righteousness by their works. That, 
simply, is what Paul sees happening to the Jews who 
have rejected the Gospel!

T H E JEWS’ MISPL ACED ZE A L 
ROMANS 10:1–5
In 10:1 Paul returns to the theme first announced 
in Chapter 9 about his anguish over the Jews. 
He is praying for them “that they may be saved.” 
Consciously or not, Paul is following in the footsteps 
of Moses, who prayed for Israel to be spared 
(Ex. 32:11–14) and Samuel, who prayed for their 
deliverance from the Philistines (1 Sam. 7:7–9).

The Jews, Paul admits, “have a zeal for God, but not 
according to knowledge” (v. 2). As a former Pharisee, 
Paul knew something about zeal! The Pharisees had 
their origin in the Maccabean Revolt, which had 
begun with the famous summons of Mattathias: “Let 
everyone who is zealous for the Law and who upholds 
the covenant come out after me!” (1 Macc. 2:27–28). 
Paul’s own zealotry had led him to persecute the 
followers of Jesus until, through the special revelation 
on the Damascus road, he realized that his zealotry 
was misguided. He knew by bitter experience that 
sincerity in religion isn’t enough. One might be 
sincerely wrong!
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Sincere the Jews surely were, but their zeal 
led them down a dead end. Their mistake, Paul 
says, was that they were “seeking to establish 
their own” righteousness (v. 3) instead of the 
righteousness God offered them in Christ Jesus.

That, in summary, is the difference between 
the Christian faith and all others. How does 
Christianity “work”? Other religions attempt 
to bridge the gap between us and God by 
human striving. The Christian faith is the good 
news that God built a cross-shaped bridge 
TO US in the sending of His Son. This is the 
“righteousness that comes from God.” Paul 
wanted for the Jews what he had found: “not 
having a righteousness of my own that comes 
from the law, but that which comes through faith 
in Christ” (Phil. 3:9). That’s what he preached. 
That’s what he now prays for them.

Those who discover the gift of grace in Christ 
find that He is “the end of the law…to everyone 
who believes” (v. 4). Paul does not mean to say 
the Law plays no more role in the Christian life. 
Jesus Himself had said, “Do not think that I have 
come to abolish the Law” (Matt. 5:17). What 
comes to an “end” is the condemnation the Law 
speaks when its demands are not kept, since 
Christ fulfilled them all for us! His obedience, 
His righteousness becomes ours when we trust 
in Him. The true “end” (purpose) of the Law is to 
bring us to Christ. “It was to faith in Christ that 
the Law was all along leading” (Cranfield). 

Paul has explained the futility of “righteousness 
through the Law.” Now he turns to elaborate on 
the other route — the divinely provided route by 
which God’s righteousness comes to us through 
Christ. This is the winner in the competition.

T H E R IGH T EO USN ESS 
B A SED ON FA I T H 
ROMans 10:6–15
In a masterful way, Paul once more uses the 
Old Testament to proclaim the good news 
of Christ. He builds on a quotation from 
Deuteronomy 30:11–14, the intent of which 
was to prevent the Israelites from evading their 
spiritual responsibilities by pleading ignorance 
of God’s Word and will. Jews might plead that 
knowing and doing God’s will is TOO HARD! Like 
ascending into heaven (who can do that, after 
all?) or descending to the realm of the dead (who 
can do that and live to tell the tale?). No, says 
Moses. God brought the commandments near (on 
Mt. Sinai) and made it all possible for you. With 
similar intent, Paul cites portions of the passage 
(ordinary type), inserting what Jesus has done for 
us (bold type), in this fashion:

“Who will ascend into heaven? (that is, to 
bring Christ down) or

Who will descend into the abyss? (that is, 
to bring Christ up from the dead).

But what does it say? The word is near you, 
in your mouth and in your heart (that is, the 
word of faith that we proclaim)” (vv. 6–8).

Once again, God’s mighty acts have brought 
His Word near to humanity. No need to do 
the impossible by “ascending” to heaven, for 
God brought His Son down to earth in His 
incarnation! No need to visit the realm of the 
dead, for God raised Jesus bodily and brought 
Him back to us! Christmas and Easter in Pauline 
fashion. “What was impossible for us is precisely 
what Jesus has done” (Middendorf).

This wondrous message is now, as Moses says, 
“in your mouth and in your heart.” You are 
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hearing that very Word from me, Paul says. Right 
here! He then takes that “mouth and heart” language 
and compresses the Gospel message into a single 
beautiful verse: “If you confess with your mouth that 
Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God 
raised him from the dead, you will be saved” (v. 9). So 
stunningly simple (and even shorter than John 3:16), 
this passage is routinely displayed on placards by 
fans in the end zone at pro football games. It’s aimed 
straight at the TV audience. The placard makers are 
saying, “Look it up, you couch potatoes! Romans 
10:9. Go get your Bible and check it out.” It’s for 
Jews, Gentiles, everybody, Paul makes clear.

How does that Gospel word “come near” to people? 
How will they know to “call on the name of the Lord” 
(v. 13)? God does not, as one pastor liked to say, 
“jump on people in dark alleys”! Instead, God has 
arranged what Lutherans call the “means of grace” as 
a pipeline for His Word. Here preaching is the pipeline 
in view. In a sequence of rhetorical questions, Paul 
shows the necessity of such Gospel proclamation 
through the preached Word:

“How then will they call on him in whom they 
have not believed? ...

How are they to believe in him of whom they 
have never heard? ...

How are they to hear without someone 
preaching? …

How are they to preach unless they are sent?” 
(vv. 14–15)

Those who hear the call and undertake to run here 
and there and everywhere preaching that message 
have “beautiful feet” (Is. 52:7) indeed! Who had the 
“beautiful feet” in your life? Who brought you the 
message of Christ? A parent, a neighbor, a pastor, a 
friend? Give thanks to God. Then use your feet the 
same beautiful way.

ISR A E L’S R ESP ONSE TO T H E GOSPEL 
ROMans 10:16–21
By works or by faith? The two competing avenues 
to righteousness are before us. God has sent His 
redeeming Word incarnate in His Son. How will people 

respond? Paul returns to his original anguish (9:2) 
over the response, or lack of it, by the Jews. The 
ESV says, “they have not all obeyed the gospel” (v. 
16). “Obeyed,” however, is a misleading translation 
of a Greek word that more likely means “listened 
responsively” (Middendorf). “Obeyed” makes it seem 
that salvation, in the end, is contingent on obedience 
rather than faith. The problem is that they did not 
“listen responsively” and believe what they heard. 
The very next verse underlines it by saying that “faith 
comes from hearing” (v. 17).

Once again Paul’s anguished question: why have 
many Jews refused to believe? Is it possible that they 
“have not heard” the message? Not at all, answers 
Paul, once again with an Old Testament quote. The 
fault does not lie with God! “Their voice has gone 
out to all the earth, and their words to the ends of 
the world” (v. 18, quoting Ps. 19:4). Or is it possible 
that they “did not understand”? Not at all! The 
issue was not a failure to understand, but a willfully 
“disobedient and contrary” people (v. 21, quoting Is. 
65:2). It has been so for centuries! 

In response to that rejection, God has embarked on 
a surprising strategy. He will deliberately court the 
Gentiles. “I have shown myself to those who did not 
ask for me” (v. 20, quoting Is. 65:1). Further, He 
wants to provoke the Jews to jealousy! “I will make 
them jealous with those who are [not a nation]” (Deut. 
32:21). In the story of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–
32), the great-hearted father throws a banquet for 
the returned prodigal, hoping perhaps to provoke the 
older, disapproving brother to an envy over missing a 
party from which he had excluded himself. Will that 
brother come in? Will the Jews, who are now on the 
outside looking in, come back to the Father who still 
“holds out His hands” to them (v. 21)?

God has not written off Israel. He has not destined 
them for damnation. Instead, His hands are still 
spread out, a gesture of appeal and welcome. God 
still invites. What will happen next? In the next 
chapter, Paul will paint a hopeful picture of what may 
still come in God’s mysterious plan for His people.
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 11:1–36

Lord God, You have planted a great tree and grafted me in as a branch. Nourish me 
again by Your Word, that I may know the depth of Your riches and wisdom in this 

wondrous epistle. Keep me faithful. Make me fruitful. For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For review:
1. Summarize the “two ways” to righteousness that Paul contrasts.

2. List the “stone” references touched on in the lesson. Add to it any other “stone stories” you can recall, along 
with any hymns that speak of God as a Rock.

3. Mention any “discoveries” you made in this lesson.

Romans 11:1–10
4. As evidence that God has not rejected Israel, Paul points to Elijah’s experience in 1 Kings 19:1–18. Read that 

story. What does Elijah learn? 

5. Have you ever felt like Elijah did? How did God address your concerns?

6. A key word in verse 5 is “remnant.” What do you learn about this idea in Is. 10:19–22; Jer. 23:3; and Micah 
4:7?

7. According to v. 8, how does God respond to Israel’s stubborn refusal to trust and obey Him?

Romans 11:11–24
8. What is a good consequence of Israel’s “trespass”?

9. Where does Paul get the illustration of the dough (check footnote or cross-references)? 

10. Another illustration is the olive tree. See Jer. 11:16. Who are the  
Natural branches?
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 Grafted branches?

11. According to vv. 17–22, what reaction is Paul trying to prevent among the Gentiles?

12. What’s hopeful about verse 23?

Romans 11:25–32
13. Paul speaks of “all Israel” being saved in v. 26. Some anticipate a mass conversion of Jews at the end of 

history. How is this anticipation tempered in v. 14?

 in v. 23? 

14. Paul speaks of a “partial” hardening of Israel (v. 25). What’s God’s purpose in this?

15. Based on this section, who constitutes “all Israel”?

16. Does Paul’s summary of God’s interaction with humanity in v. 32 make you feel resigned or hopeful?

Romans 11:33–36
17. Why do you suppose Paul adds this doxology (word/song of praise)?

 What does it say about God? 

 About us?

18. How have Chapters 9–11 deepened your understanding of God’s “mysterious ways”?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 11

Rom. 11:33 Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his 
judgments and how inscrutable his ways!
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H A PP Y E N DI NGS 
We measure stories by how they end, don’t we? Fairy tales often look, for 
all the world, like they will turn out badly. Snow White eats the poisoned 
apple and the dwarves grieve. Cinderella must stay home from the ball 
while her evil stepsisters have all the fun. But in the end, there comes a 
change in fortune, and they both live “happily ever after.” The allure of 
such stories is that they touch something we all deeply desire and, we 
know, sometimes HAPPENS!

In the movie Schindler’s List (based on a true story!), German 
businessman Oskar Schindler rescues 1,100 Jewish people from certain 
death at Auschwitz by purchasing their freedom. In the larger picture of 
the Holocaust at the hands of the Nazis, they were only a small handful, a 
mere “remnant” out of the millions who perished. Schindler himself weeps 
that he could not save more. But those who were rescued look back with 
gratitude. They lived! After several hours in black and white, the movie 
ends in living color, as scores of present day Schindler Jews file past 
Schindler’s grave to express their thanks.

The story of the Jews is a tale that has lasted for centuries. The Jewish 
people have endured unspeakable horrors, even to this present day. Paul 
wrestles in Romans with their eternal destiny. In Romans 11 he dares to 
hope that for some (perhaps many) of them, the story will have the happiest 
of endings, a rescue that finally overcomes both death and hell. Paul 
believes in the triumph of God’s mercy. That’s better than any fairy tale! 

The “full inclusion” of the believing Jews and the 
“fullness” of Gentiles who come to faith in Jesus will be 

saved together as the ONE ISRAEL OF GOD.

THERE IS  A  REMNANT!  –  ROMANS 11:1–10 89

A BLESSED CHAIN REACT ION – ROMANS 11:11–16 89

THE WONDROUS OL IVE  TREE –  ROMANS 11:17-24 90

HOW “ALL ISRAEL” WILL  BE SAVED – ROMANS 11:25–27 91

IN SUMMARY, “MERCY” !  –  ROMANS 11:28–32 92

A DOXOLOGY IN  3/3  T IME –  ROMANS 11:33–36 92

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 12:1–21 93

THE STORY’S HAPPY ENDING 

Romans
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T H E R E IS A R E MNA N T ! 
ROMans 11:1–10
Paul asks again what he (and we) have wondered 
about for the last two chapters. “Has God rejected 
his people?” (v. 1). He had seen first-hand how 
many of his countrymen had refused Jesus as their 
Messiah and had opposed his message and mission. 
His answer is unequivocal. “By no means!” Paul is 
convinced that God’s final verdict is mercy and that 
the story will end well. 

He cites three pieces of evidence. The first is Paul 
himself! For he too is a Jewish Christian, and if 
God did not cast off a blasphemous persecutor of 
Christians and of Jesus (Acts 9:4), surely He will not 
cast off Israel as a whole! The second is a quote: 
“God has not rejected his people.” Those words are 
from 1 Sam. 12:22. There, after the Israelites express 
remorse for having desired a king, Samuel comforts 
them, saying, “The Lord will not forsake his people.” 
The third is the story of the prophet Elijah in his 
flight from angry Queen Jezebel (1 Kings 19:1–18). 
All alone at Mt. Horeb (Sinai), Elijah laments the 
apostasy of Israel: “I alone am left, and they seek 
my life.” In answer to Elijah’s misery, God reveals 
a comforting truth: “I have kept for myself seven 
thousand men who have not bowed the knee to Baal.” 
Like a latter-day Elijah, Paul discloses to his readers a 
wondrous truth: “So too at the present time there is a 
remnant…” (v. 5).

The key word in the Elijah example is “remnant.” 
Always God has preserved a “remnant.” Isaiah 
announces that, though few in number, a “remnant” 
will return from the Babylonian captivity (Is. 10:19–
22). In fact, one of Isaiah’s own sons is named 
Shear-Jashub, which means, “A remnant shall 
return” (Is. 7:3). Jeremiah promises that God will 
gather a remnant from where He has scattered them 
and bring them home, where they will multiply (Jer. 
23:3). Micah says the same, comparing the remnant 
to a flock of sheep safe in a pen (Micah 2:12). Once 
again Paul sounds his keynote that this is all “by 
grace” and “no longer on the basis of works” (v. 6).

Alongside this “remnant,” Paul sees another group 
he calls simply “the rest” (the ones who did not 
believe in Jesus), who are “hardened” even as 
resistant Pharaoh was hardened (9:17–18). Martin 
Franzmann summed up God’s response to Israel’s 
stubborn unbelief this way: “God petrified them in 
their stony resistance to the truth…because of their 
unbelief.” Paul cites the Old Testament (Is. 29:10), 
saying that “God gave them a spirit of stupor, eyes 
that would not see and ears that would not hear, 
down to this very day” (v. 8). Then another quote (Ps. 
69:22–23) in vv. 9–10: “Let their table become a 
snare and a trap, a stumbling block and a retribution 
for them; let their eyes be darkened.” The “table” 
reference has been debated by scholars. Some think 
it refers specifically to the table for showbread in the 
temple, something on which the Jews continued to 
rely even though Christ’s once-for-all sacrifice had 
rendered that table and the whole temple system 
obsolete. Others, including William Barclay, see it 
as a general reference to people sitting contentedly 
at a table, feasting with a sense of security that is 
ignorant of their spiritual peril.

So there is a remnant, and there are “the rest” who 
will not believe. How will this story end?

A B LESSED CH A I N R E ACT ION 
ROMans 11:11–16
In v. 11 Paul begins to outline what Paul Harvey 
called the “rest of the story.” The Jews have 
certainly “stumbled” in their unbelief. Was that 
God’s intent, simply to make them fall? Again comes 
the very strong “By no means!” Instead, says Paul, 
God has begun a blessed chain reaction that will 
eventuate in a happy ending. Here is the sequence:

a) The Jews stumble in their rejection of Jesus, 
their Messiah.

b) Their stumbling opens a door for the Gentiles 
to hear and believe.

c) The salvation of the Gentiles makes Israel 
“jealous”!
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This is, to some degree, the pattern that 
continually unfolded in Paul’s ministry 
experience! Take for example the moment 
in Antioch (Acts 13:44–46) where, after 
the initial outreach to the Jews and their 
resistance, Paul famously said, “We are 
turning to the Gentiles!”

Paul dares to hope that because of the 
outreach to the Gentiles, the end of the story 
will be what he calls the “full inclusion” of 
the Jews (v. 12). For the first time in Romans, 
Paul addresses the Gentiles directly: “Now I 
am speaking to you Gentiles” (v. 13). As we 
read the words in this section, we can sense 
Paul asking the Gentiles if they will desire 
what he desires: “to make my fellow Jews 
jealous, and thus save some of them” (v. 14). 
Can they see what he sees: “their acceptance” 
will mean nothing less than “life from the 
dead?” (v. 15).

There follows immediately two metaphors to 
explain the hope in the Jews’ story. First Paul 
speaks of “dough offered as firstfruits” (v. 
16), a reference to Num. 15:17–21, where 
God commanded the people to offer the first 
batch of dough (for bread) to Him. Then, “and 
if the root is holy, so are the branches.” Both 
metaphors say the same thing. The firstfruit 
batch is holy, and so therefore is the whole 
lump. The root is holy, and so therefore are 
the branches. Do you see, you Gentiles, what 
God has in mind for His chosen people, the 
Jews? A small portion (a sort of firstfruits) 
have believed for now. Someday more will 
accept the Gospel. Can you see it? Do you 
Gentiles hope as I hope? As God intends?

T H E WON DRO US OLI V E T R EE 
ROMans 11:17-24
But that is too simple. The message to the 
Gentiles is not only an appeal to share Paul’s 
care for the Jews. It is a sober warning 
against spiritual pride in the process. So 
Paul takes the second metaphor, the root and 
branches, and develops it at length into the 
full-blown picture of the olive tree, which was 
“the most useful tree in the Mediterranean 
world” (Barclay) and a lovely picture of Israel. 
Hosea prophesied, “[Israel’s] shoots shall 
spread out; his beauty shall be like the olive” 
(Hos. 14:6). Jeremiah observed wistfully, once 
you [Israel] were “a green olive tree, beautiful 
with good fruit” (Jer. 11:16). Even today, 
the olive tree is a familiar image on Israeli 
postage stamps! 

In Paul’s portrayal, the tree’s roots are the 
patriarchs to whom the ancient promises were 
made and whose faith “supported” (11:18) all 
who came after. The “natural branches” (v. 21) 
are the Jews themselves, many of whom did 
not accept the message of the Gospel and so 
were “broken off” (v. 19). The Gentiles are “a 
wild olive shoot…grafted in” later (v. 17) by 
God’s grace. 

The intent of this picture is, first, to help the 
Gentiles appreciate the grace of God, which 
grafted them in to the tree. The reason anyone 
is in that tree, Paul stresses, is not human 
effort, but God’s “kindness” (repeated three 
times in v. 22!). Second, it reminds them of the 
debt of gratitude they owe the Jews, the “root 
that supports you” (v. 18). Finally, it warns the 
Gentiles against a pride of place. “Do not be 
arrogant toward the branches” (v. 18). Away 
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with any notion of superiority! On the contrary, 
“stand in awe.” God’s grace and wrath are meted 
out equally to Jews and Gentiles: “If God did not 
spare the natural branches, neither will he spare 
you” (v. 21)! What would prevent such severity? 
It will happen “provided you continue in his 
kindness,” explains Paul. “Otherwise you too will 
be cut off” (v. 22). Straight talk about a life-and-
death matter.

At the end of this paragraph comes a rich dose 
of hope: “Even they [the Jews], if they do not 
continue in their unbelief, will be grafted in, for 
God has the power to graft them in again” (v. 
23). In the face of our puzzlement over “hardens 
whomever he wills” (9:18) and “vessels of 
wrath” (9:22), Paul plays this amazing trump 
card, the pronouncement of God’s intended 
mercy. There is ONE TREE, not two. The heart 
of that tree, wrote Pelagius, is “the richness of 
Christ.” There is but one people of God, joined in 
Him, as Paul will proceed to make clear. 

HOW “A LL ISR A EL” W I LL B E SAV ED 
ROMans 11:25–27
Paul now lifts the veil on God’s design for Israel 
as history unfolds. Drum roll, please! “I want 
you to understand this mystery.” In Paul’s day 
the word was used by the so-called “mystery 
religions” for something that was to be revealed 
only to a select group of initiates. Paul, on the 
other hand, uses it to refer to something that 
was formerly hidden but now revealed by God for 
all to know and understand (noted in Concordia 
Self-Study Bible). In Ephesians, as here, that 
mystery “is that through the gospel the Gentiles 
are heirs together with Israel, members together 
of one body, and sharers together in the promise 
in Christ Jesus” (Eph. 3:3–9 NIV).

Here in Romans, Paul furnishes more detail 
about the mystery, clarifying the role Israel’s 
unbelief plays in the continuing drama. “A partial 

hardening has come upon Israel” (v. 25). Paul 
furnishes an explicit time when the hardening 
will end, “until the fullness of the Gentiles has 
come in.” The word here translated “fullness” 
(pleerooma) and applied to the Gentiles was the 
one he used in v. 12 and applied to the Jews 
(“full inclusion”). 

Now comes the conclusion of the matter. 
“And in this way all Israel will be saved” (v. 
26)! This astonishing phrase has led to many 
interpretations, including:

a) All ethnic Israelites of every age will be 
saved.

b) The great majority of the Jews at the end 
of the age will be saved.

c) The elect from every age, both Jews and 
Gentiles, will be saved.

Some have anticipated a mass conversion of 
Jewish people to the Christian faith, though 
Paul’s words about “some of them” being saved 
(v. 14) and “if they do not continue in their 
unbelief” (v. 23) temper that expectation.

What Paul has finally done is to re-define 
“Israel.” Already he made clear that “not all 
who are descended from Israel belong to Israel” 
(9:6). The extended picture of the olive tree has 
made clear God’s design. The “full inclusion” of 
the believing Jews and the “fullness” of Gentiles 
who come to faith in Jesus will be saved 
together as the ONE ISRAEL OF GOD. 

As he has done more than a dozen times in 
Romans, Paul undergirds his proclamation with 
“as it is written.” The quote that follows from Is. 
59:20–21 and Is. 27:9 is the announcement that 
the long-awaited “new covenant” in Old Testament 
expectation has arrived at long last. “Ungodliness” 
will be banished “from Jacob” (v. 26) and God will 
“take away their [Israel’s] sins” (v. 27).
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I N SU M M A RY, “MERC Y ”! 
ROMans 11:28–32
The blessed consequence of all this plays out in the present, says Paul. If what I have 
said is true, he appeals, these unbelieving Jews, though “enemies” of God, are truly 
“beloved” (v. 28). Do you Gentiles love them as God does? Remember that His “gifts 
and… calling… are irrevocable” (v. 29 — literally in Greek “without regret”!). His hands 
are still “held out” to them, even in their unbelief (10:21). 

The summary word for all of it is “mercy.” Four times in three verses he says it. You 
Gentiles, once disobedient, received mercy (v. 30). The Jews who now are disbelieving 
may yet receive mercy because of that mercy shown to you (v. 31). Finally, wonderfully, 
he summarizes the three chapters in one climactic verse: “For God has consigned all 
to disobedience, that he may have mercy on all” (v. 32). There is no more discussing or 
debating, but only praise for such a God! 

A D OXOLO GY I N 3/3 T I ME 
ROMans 11:33–36
The final verses of the chapter are just that – a grand doxology and a literal “Amen.” 
One can almost hear the music begin in 3/3 time. Paul composes a “trio of triads” to 
praise the Lord. Have a look! 

Three nouns: “Oh, the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God!” (v. 33)

Three rhetorical questions: 
“Who has known the mind of the Lord?” 
“Who has been his counselor?” 
“Who has given a gift to him that he might be repaid?” (vv. 34–35)

Three prepositions: “from him and through him and to him are all things” (v. 36)

As the late Lutheran Hour speaker Ozzie Hoffman might have said, “What more is there 
to say but ‘Amen’?”

The summary word for all of it is “mercy.” 
Four times in three verses he says it.
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 12:1–21

Lord God, what would You have me do with my life? As I plunge in to study once more, 
preserve me from making this merely an academic exercise! Help me instead to listen 

for the Word You would speak to me, and then obey it. In Jesus’ name. Amen. 

For review:
1. What is sad about the word “remnant”? What is happy?

2. Review the olive tree picture and explain its parts.

3. Summarize what Paul is saying in Chapter 11 to the Gentiles in his audience.

Romans 12:1–2
4. Describe for your small group what form “worship” takes in your life.

5. The Old Testament is filled with directions for sacrifice as part of worship. What does Paul mean by urging us to 
present a “living” sacrifice (v. 1)?

6. According to verse 2, what is the difference between being “conformed” and being “transformed”?

7. Are you “conformed” or “transformed” in the following areas?
 a) Possessions

 b) Time Use

 c) Entertainment

 d) Conversation topics

Romans 12:3–8
8. Do you think too highly of yourself, or not highly enough? Why?

9. Where do you go to get an accurate reading on yourself? 
 a) The mirror

 b) My family

 c) The doctor

 d) The pastor’s office

 e) My golf/ pinochle/ sharing group
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10. Romans 12 contains one of several “gift lists” in the New Testament. How many gifts are enumerated in vv. 
6–8? What are they? Besides merely listing the gifts, what does Paul stress?

11. Compare this list with those in 1 Cor. 12:4–11 and 1 Cor. 12:28. How do the Corinthian lists differ from this list 
in Rom. 12?

Romans 12:9–21
12. “Love” for most people is an emotion. But beginning in verse 9, Paul lists not emotions but actions love takes. 

Read through the list and select three that you think are directed especially at you just now. Share with your 
small group.

13. Paul devotes considerable space to the notion of vengeance. What do you learn about this issue from Lev. 
19:18; Prov. 20:22; and Matt. 5:38–42? 

14. Why do you suppose Paul spends so much time on this subject?

15. Who is on your “enemies list” just now? No sharing details unless you choose – but do pray about this!

16. With the word “therefore” in 12:1, there comes a change from a detailed summary of Christian doctrine to a 
detailed directive for the Christian life. How will you implement this chapter in your life, starting this week?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 12 (your choice):

Rom. 12:1 I appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living 
sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. 

Rom. 12:15 Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep.
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WOR SH I P — MOR E T H A N A CHU RCH SERV ICE
When you think of “worship,” what comes to mind? For most of us who 
have been Christians a long time, we immediately picture a church 
building, with a crowd gathering on a Sunday morning. If asked “What’s 
happening here?” we might reply, “A worship service.” We could paint a 
picture with vivid details: a pastor wearing vestments or a leader in a suit, 
an altar, chairs or pews, hymnals and/or a screen with projected hymns, 
an organist or a “praise team,” ushers with bulletins, and a crying baby 
or two! We know there will be a liturgy of sorts, Bible readings, a sermon, 
prayers, and perhaps Holy Communion. If it goes much beyond an hour, we 
will start to fidget. That’s worship, isn’t it? 

Well, yes, that’s the shape of our public worship when we gather around 
the Word and the sacraments. That gathering has ancient and honorable 
roots in the Old Testament temple ritual, the Sabbath gatherings of the 
Jews in the synagogue, and the agape meals of the earliest Christians. 
It’s our “hour of power,” the time for prayer and praise and spiritual 
nourishment with fellow believers that nothing else can match. But what 
happens during the other 167 hours of the week? Is the worship hour 
“sacred” and all else “secular”?

As Paul begins the final portion of his great 
letter to the Romans, he supplies a widened 

understanding of worship with a new definition 
for a word at the heart of worship — “sacrifice.”

A L IV ING SACRIF ICE  — YOUR REASONABLE WORSHIP   
ROMANS 12:1–2 96

THE WORSHIPFUL L IFE  — L IVED IN  COMMUNITY,  
US ING ONE’S  G IFTS –  ROMANS 12:3–8 97

WORSHIP  AS A  L IFE  OF AUTHENT IC  LOVE  
ROMANS 12:9–21 98

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 13:1–14 100

A LIFE OF WORSHIP

Romans
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Paul didn’t think so. As Paul begins the final 
portion of his great letter to the Romans, he 
supplies a widened understanding of worship 
with a new definition for a word at the heart of 
worship — “sacrifice.” As we will see, he’s aiming 
at nothing less than an entire life that could be 
called “worship.” That makes sense, because 
the word “worship” comes from a longer English 
word, “worthship.” What’s God “worth” to us? 
How will we express His value for understanding 
ourselves and what we’re doing day by day? Even 
the liturgy reminds us “that we should at all times 
and in all places give thanks unto Thee, O Lord”! 
Let’s have a look at how the apostle spells out 
the implications of a “life of worship” in all those 
“times and places” of our everyday life. 

A LI V I NG SACR I FICE — YO U R 
R E A SONA B LE WOR SH I P 
ROMans 12:1–2
In the epistles, the proclamation of the Good News 
of Jesus is invariably followed by the exhortation 
to live a life that fits the faith. We go from “the life 
God gives” to “the life the believer lives.” From the 
indicative to the imperative! Romans 12 begins, “I 
appeal to you therefore, brothers, by the mercies 
of God” (v. 1). It’s important to see that the “go 
power” of our Christian life is NOT our own willful 
resolve, but “the mercies of God.” That fuels us. 
We love, said the apostle John, “because he first 
loved us” (1 John 4:19). 

There follow eleven imperative verbs in this 
chapter. The first of those imperatives is “present 
your bodies as a living sacrifice” (v. 1). The Old 
Testament is filled with directions for sacrifice as 
part of worship. Bulls, rams, lambs, and doves are 
all killed as part of the sacrificial ritual. What Paul 
urges seems an oxymoron: a “living” sacrifice?! 
Not of one’s animals, but of oneself. The reason is 
that Jesus Christ was the once-for-all sacrifice for 
sin (1 Peter 3:18). No more lambs or bulls. None is 
needed. Sin’s price has been paid. But there is still 
something we may give in response: ourselves!

Here in verse 1, the offering is nothing less than 
“your bodies.” In a certain church one Sunday 
morning, the pastor urged the congregation to 
“give of yourselves” when the offering plate was 
passed. A young boy sitting by the aisle hesitated 
for a moment when he received the plate. Then he 
placed it on the floor and stood in it! That boy’s 
right, argues Paul. Our bodies, our lives, are to 
be offered to God. Paul is not alone in urging a 
sacrificial giving of one’s life in response to God’s 
mercy. Peter calls us a “holy priesthood” to “offer 
spiritual sacrifices” (1 Peter 2:5). And what are 
those? They begin, says Paul, with “the sacrificial 
offering of your faith” (Phil. 2:17). Along with that, 
says the writer to the Hebrews, comes “a sacrifice 
of praise” (Heb. 13:15). But there’s more. 

What we do with our bodies day by day is in 
fact our worship. In Rom. 1:24, Paul said that 
human sin was displayed in the “dishonoring 
of their bodies.” Now the new life is displayed 
in presenting those same bodies as a living 
sacrifice. This is, in truth, “your spiritual 
worship.” The word “spiritual” translates the 
Greek word logikeen. A better translation might 
be “logical” or “reasonable.” It makes sense. 
Since our bodies are to be redeemed (Rom. 
8:23), presenting those bodies as a living 
sacrifice is a full-time thing, not just one hour a 
week! Martin Franzmann wrote, “Since all men 
have bodies, all can sacrifice, all can become 
priests. Since men are never without their bodies, 
worship is constant.” It just makes sense!

It won’t happen automatically. It won’t come 
without our willing participation. There must 
be a change in us. Paul says, “Do not be 
conformed to this world, but be transformed by 
the renewal of your mind” (v. 2). “Transformed” 
renders the Greek word metamorphousthe. The 
butterfly, which has a metamorphosis from being 
a caterpillar, is a fascinating symbol for one 
who lives a resurrected, transformed life! That 
renewal of mind, Paul suggests, is part of that 
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“newness of life” that began in our baptism (6:4). 
The new mind, he says here, tries to “discern 
what is the will of God.” It behooves someone who 
is serious about the Christian life to ask, “What 
does God want me to do with my possessions, 
my time, my preferred entertainments and topics 
of conversation?” Do we simply get in step 
with what worldly people do, laugh at the same 
jokes, indulge ourselves the same way? Are we 
conformed or transformed?

T H E WO R SH I PFU L LI FE — LI V ED I N 
COM MU N I T Y, USI NG ON E’S GI F TS 
ROMans 12:3–8
That transforming of the mind and life takes place in 
a community of faith. Left alone we may, Paul warns, 
think of ourselves “more highly than [we] ought to 
think” (v. 3). A “sober judgment,” the opportunity to 
see ourselves as we really are, is shaped by a faith 
that listens to God, not to the hairdresser, the golfing 
buddy, or the busybody next door! Sober judgment 
forms when one is a “member” of a “body” where 
Christ is the head (v. 5) and we speak to one another 
(Col. 3:16; Eph. 5:19). Are we listening?

In that community of faith we encourage one 
another to use the gifts God gives us. Verses 6–8 is 
one of several “gift lists” in the New Testament (see 
also 1 Cor. 12:8–10 and 12:28–30; Eph. 4:11). 
The lists are more illustrative than exhaustive, for 
they all differ. The list here includes seven gifts. It 
omits the “spectacular” gifts in 1 Cor. 12 (miracles, 
healings, tongue-speaking, interpretation) and 
focuses on the “bread-and-butter” gifts that are 
a staple item in most congregations: prophecy, 
service, teaching, exhortation, contribution, leading, 
and acts of mercy. 

It is clear that Paul is doing more than a simple 
“listing.” He is encouraging us to USE our gifts, 
not leave them on the shelf! “Prophecy” (v. 6), as 
is well-known, is not primarily that prediction of 
future events but the explanation of things that are 
unclear or the application of God’s Word to people 

in a specific context. R.C.H. Lenski speaks of this as 
offering “edification, admonition, and consolation,” 
something “all true Christians” may be able to 
do for one another. “Teaching” (v. 7) is sound 
instruction that accords with the teaching of Jesus, 
the true Teacher of the church. Between these 
“word” gifts comes “service.” That word renders 
the Greek diakonia (from which we get “deacon” 
and “deaconess”), the caring work believers do, 
especially for the poor and needy, as enjoined by 
Jesus Himself (Matt. 23:11) and organized by the 
seven “deacons” in Acts 6.

The final four gifts do not appear on any other list. 
“Encouragement” is the word we might use for 
the ESV’s “the one who exhorts” (v. 8). The word 
literally refers to one who is “called to the side” of 
another, and is the basis for one of the names we 
give to the Holy Spirit (“Paraclete”). Next comes 
“one who contributes,” something we are invited 
to do each time an offering plate passes or a 
“Stewardship Sunday” arrives. One may do such 
things with a miserly reluctance or with an eye on 
impressing someone, so Paul adds that it be done 
“in generosity,” which may also mean “simplicity.” 
Every congregation needs the next gift mentioned, 
“one who leads”! We need people to lead 
congregational gatherings, Vacation Bible Schools, 
youth mission trips, and neighborhood canvasses. 
Who will do it “with zeal” and not with a reluctant 
“I guess I’l l have to if no one else will” spirit? The 
final gift is “one who does acts of mercy.” This is 
the only place in Paul’s writings where showing 
mercy is attributed to humans rather than to God! 
We are summoned to do this “with cheerfulness” 
and not “as if somebody was twisting his arm to do 
it” (Ambrosiaster).

Are you getting an idea of what Paul has in mind by 
“present your bodies” (v. 1)? The willing and eager 
speaking of God’s Word to one another and the 
cheerful serving and sharing and caring is the heart 
of the life that is always “worship.”
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WOR SH I P A S A LI FE OF AU T H EN T IC LOV E 
ROMans 12:9–21
The final part of Chapter 12 does not present challenges for interpretation as earlier 
chapters have. The challenge in these verses is directed at our behavior.

Mark Twain said, “it ain’t those parts of the Bible I can’t understand that bother me, it is 
the parts that I do understand.” Among the verses that follow are many which ought to 
“bother” us because we understand very well that they call for serious changes in our 
habits and our treatment of others.

Jesus summarized the whole Law into “love God” and “love your neighbor” (Matt. 
22:37–40). So here Paul summarizes the worshipful daily life of the Christian with a call 
to demonstrate AUTHENTIC love: “Let love be genuine” (v. 9). The word “genuine” literally 
means “without hypocrisy.” While “love” for most people is an emotion, Paul illustrates 
authentic love with a string of actions. This, he says unmistakably, is what love looks 
like. There follows, says Michael Middendorf, a “volley of short, sharp injunctions with 
little elaboration”:

Abhor what is evil; hold fast to what is good (v. 9).

Love one another with brotherly affection. Outdo one another in showing honor (v. 10).

Do not be slothful in zeal, be fervent in spirit, serve the Lord (v. 11).

Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer (v. 12).

Contribute to the needs of the saints and seek to show hospitality (v. 13).

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them (v. 14).

Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep (v. 15).

Live in harmony with one another. Do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly. 
Never be wise in your own sight (v. 16).

Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to what is honorable in the sight of all 
(v. 17).

If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all (v. 18).

Beloved, never avenge yourselves… (v. 19).

While “love” for most people is an emotion, Paul 
illustrates authentic love with a string of actions. 
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Some comments are in order. In calling us 
to “abhor” evil, Paul uses the same root 
word (“haters [abhorers] of God”) that 
described fallen humanity back in 1:30. 
How dramatically things have changed for 
those who come to faith in Jesus Christ! 
Verses 10–13 depict what authentic love 
looks like in the congregation of believers. 
The command to be “fervent” is really 
stronger than that. The verb suggests 
boiling water or blazing fire! Those who 
exult that they have a church or know a 
person who is “on fire for the Lord” are 
using Paul’s image. It is something to which 
we might rightly aspire. The call to “show 
hospitality” was crucial in the infant church 
where the welcome of itinerant missionaries 
(including Paul himself!) was critical to the 
growth of the Christian movement. 

Paul devotes considerable space to the 
notion of vengeance (in v. 14 and again in 
vv. 17–21) because persecution and social 
ostracism were almost unavoidable in the 
early church. Some caricature the Old 
Testament as a “vengeful” document, citing 
the lex talionis (“an eye for an eye” in Ex. 
21:24). But that law was actually meant to 
limit the human inclination to vengeance by 
making sure the penalty did not exceed the 
crime. Meanwhile, other passages in the 
Old Testament (Lev. 19:18 and Prov. 20:22) 
urge no vengeance at all, as did our Lord in 
the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:38–42). 
But Paul went beyond “no vengeance” since 
God would take care of that (“vengeance 
is mine” in Deut. 32:35). His counsel for 
those who would love authentically was 
to retaliate — with blessing! “Bless those 
who persecute you” (v. 14). “If your enemy 

is hungry, feed him…by so doing you will 
heap burning coals on his head” (v. 20, 
citing Prov. 25:21–22). Such a response 
was unheard of in the contemporary 
culture. The mention of heaping “coals [of 
fire] on [the enemy’s] head” is not a wish 
for painful punishment but the confident 
claim that such unexpected kindness will 
cause that enemy to blush with shame 
and, perhaps, repent. As evidence, some 
scholars have described an Egyptian 
practice of carrying on one’s head a dish 
with burning coals as a sign of repentance 
(as described by Siegfried Morenz).

One final note is the simple advice the 
apostle gives in v. 15: “Rejoice with those 
who rejoice, weep with those who weep.” In 
every community there is exquisite joy and 
crushing sorrow. We find ourselves often 
at a loss for what to say in such moments. 
Instead of talking, urges Paul, empathize! 
Enter the joy with a smile. Shed tears with 
the tearful. Just BE THERE, and that will 
be authentic love in action. Our “spiritual 
worship.” What we are called to share “at 
all times and in all places.”

Read the chapter once more, dear brother 
or sister. Read it slowly, meditatively.

Pause to ponder and digest the words. You 
may even choose to make yourself a list 
of “what God is prompting me to do” and 
commence doing it. Remember that the 
Gospel is “dynamite” (Rom. 1:16)! 

How will you implement this chapter in your 
life, starting this week? 
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 13:1–14

Lord God, sometimes I am disheartened by “politics” and government! Help me, as I study 
Your Word this week, to have a new look at it through Your eyes. Help me again to see 
Your hand in the powers that be and respond in the right way. For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For review:
1. What new ideas about worship did you encounter in your study of Romans 12?

2. How does the “gift list” in Rom. 12 differ from other New Testament lists?

Romans 13:1–7
3. The command in v. 1 is “submit.” In what particular ways does Paul urge the readers to do this in vv. 3–7?

4. “There is no authority except from God” (v. 1). Anything surprising about this, given what we know about the 
rule of the Roman emperors?

5. How do Paul’s words compare with contemporary American attitudes about “governing authorities”?

6. Rate your feelings about capital punishment on the following scale:

  TOTALLY APPROVE TOTALLY DISAPPROVE

 Summarize what Paul says about it. 

7. In light of this section, what do you think Paul might have said about the Revolutionary War?

8. What might Paul have advised the Germans who tried to assassinate Hitler?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
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Romans 13:8–14 
9. Use verse 9 to evaluate this: LOVE GOD, AND DO AS YOU PLEASE.

10. In some versions of the Lord’s Prayer, the words “debts” and “debtors” are used. Are they the same as the debts 
mentioned here (v. 8 NIV)?

 Do you think of love as a debt? Owed BY you? Owed TO you?

 Is this a helpful or harmful idea for you?

11. Which commandments does Paul cite in v. 9? Why these?

12. Paul uses “night” and “day” metaphorically in v. 12. What more do you read about these terms in 1 John 2:8 
and Eph. 5:7–14?

13. How does a believer “clothe” himself with Jesus Christ (v. 14 NIV)?

 How would you convert that into practical advice for a new believer struggling with improper behavior patterns?

14. Review your memory challenge verses and share with others in your group any obstacles or benefits you’ve 
experienced.

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 13

Rom. 13:14 Put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires.
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LI V I NG I N DEBT
Take a look at the paper money in your wallet. On every bill are these 
words in small print: “This note is legal tender for all debts, public and 
private.” There you have it — debt exists! The government says so. We 
all owe money. We must pay for groceries and rent, auto insurance and a 
college education. Sometimes we have to borrow to cover the costs. We’re 
not alone. Businesses owe money. So do nations. There are all kinds of 
“debts, public and private.”

People worry about our national debt, now in the “trillions” of dollars, 
a figure too large for most of us to comprehend. How much is a trillion 
dollars? If one paid a dollar per second, it would take more than 30,000 
YEARS to repay a one trillion dollar debt! Even manageable amounts 
can still be burdensome. It is common for congregations and individuals 
to owe hundreds of thousands of dollars in mortgage debt, amounts 
that normally take decades to repay. There are student loans too. Some 
seminary students owe $40,000 or more as they begin their ministries. All 
of us owe the government the taxes it levies. No wonder there are bumper 
stickers that read: 

I OWE, I OWE, SO OFF TO WORK I GO!

And how can we begin to calculate the “sin debt” that we humans have 
accrued over the millennia? That was the stupendous debt that Jesus 
came to shoulder for us when He went to the cross. “It is finished” literally 

The only debt that remains for the forgiven 
children of God is the debt to love as we’ve 
been loved. It is no burden, but a blessed 

privilege for one who has known God’s love.

WHAT WE OWE THE GOVERNING AUTHORIT IES   
ROMANS 13:1-7  103

A WORD ABOUT CAP ITAL PUNISHMENT 104

THE LOVE WE OWE EACH OTHER – ROMANS 13:8–10 104

THE OPPORTUNE MOMENT – ROMANS 13:11–14 105

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 14:1–23 106

DEBTS, PUBLIC AND PRIVATE

Romans
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means “It is paid in full”! His amazing grace paid our 
debt and bought us back from our slavery to sin. Now 
there remains only a debt of love and thanks that 
we owe to our generous, gracious Savior. How can I 
thank You, Lord, for all You’ve done for me?

The debt of love. That’s language Paul uses as he 
continues to explore and explain the life of worship 
he began to describe in Chapter 12. Because of the 
grace of God in Christ, we aren’t afraid to tackle 
our “debts, public and private,” what we owe the 
governing authorities and the individuals we meet.

W H AT W E OW E T H E 
GOV E R N I NG AU T HOR I T I ES 
ROMans 13:1-7
The “public” side of the debts we owe is focused on 
our relationship to the government. What we owe, 
specifically, is our submission. “Let every person 
be subject to the governing authorities” (v. 1). The 
verb “be subject to” literally means “put oneself 
underneath” in order to bear something. 

The first part of submission is having a proper 
understanding of who those “authorities” are. We are 
to see them as “instituted by God.” Picture yourself 
lying on the floor under a stepladder. Your face is 
positioned under the bottom step. On the rungs 
above you are those people or agencies who are 
the “authorities” in your life. As you look up through 
the parents, teachers, bosses, and political leaders 
on those steps, you can see all the way to the top, 
where God is. He is the One above and behind them 
all. Through them we are to see Him. They, of course, 
would do well to remember whom they serve!

“There is no authority except from God” (v. 1). Given 
what we know about the Roman emperors, this is 
an astonishing thing to read. For those emperors 
presided over a state religion that deified them, 
contrary to the Christians’ creed. They could be 
benevolent or monstrous. Nero (who ultimately 
executed Paul), Domitian, Trajan, and others would 
persecute Christians with varying zeal. Yet, writes 

Paul, we owe them our respect as office-bearers 
placed there by God. This is not a new teaching. 
Daniel acknowledged that Nebuchadnezzar and all 
other rulers had been placed in authority by God 
(Dan. 4:17, 25). Jesus told Pilate that God had given 
him his authority (John 19:11). We Americans, who 
frequently complain about our government, would 
do better to turn our complaints into prayers for our 
rulers, as Paul elsewhere commands (1 Tim. 2:1–2).

Since God set them in place, it is a serious matter 
to “resist the authorities” (v. 2). Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
and others in the German resistance in World War II 
struggled mightily with their consciences about this, 
even though the Nazi regime was manifestly evil. 
What finally led him to join the plot to assassinate 
Hitler was the realization that the authorities had 
abandoned their assigned role of being “a terror…
to bad [conduct]” (v. 3) and were terrorizing and 
systematically murdering the Jews and others. Even 
while we remember that the authorities hold an office 
given by God, we must finally resist if they call on 
us to disobey God. “We must,” insisted the apostles, 
“obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). 

Our “debt, public” to the authorities, then, involves a 
basic respect for them and willing prayers for them. 
That debt also includes obedience of laws, which 
is part of our “good conduct.” Just as we teach our 
children to fear the consequences of disobedience 
at home, Paul teaches his readers there is to be a 
healthy sort of “fear” of the trouble that’s sure to 
come if we break speed limits, shoplift CDs, or refuse 
to pay our taxes!

God has given the governing authorities a function 
that is explicitly forbidden to private citizens – the 
power to punish. Lutheran lingo for that function is 
to say that the state is God’s “left hand,” while the 
church is His “right hand.” If a parent wants to give 
a crying, squirming child a dose of needed medicine, 
he will have to restrain the child with one hand while 
administering the dosage with the other. God instituted 
government to “restrain” human squirming in a way 
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that permits the church to administer the Gospel, 
the only medicine that can truly heal! The Augsburg 
Confession asserts that “Christians may without 
sin occupy civil offices…punish evildoers with the 
sword… serve as soldiers” and more (AC XVI).

A final debt we owe the governing authorities is 
the payment of “taxes” and other kinds of required 
“revenue” (vv. 6–7). Those who collect them are, in 
fact, God’s “ministers” (the Greek word is leitourgoi, 
from which we get “liturgist”!). Jesus urged paying 
the required taxes (Luke 20:19–25), even though 
the Romans were despised by the Jews, even though 
tax collectors were lumped with other “sinners” 
because they routinely abused their authority 
(Zacchaeus vows repayment in Luke 19:8). It’s a 
matter of “conscience” (v. 5). One can understand 
the struggles of conscience that must have attended 
the colonists’ complaint about “taxation without 
representation” in the days leading to the American 
Revolution and why Christians were divided over 
whether or not to rebel.

A WOR D A B O U T C A PI TA L PU N ISH MEN T
May the government execute criminals? The short 
answer is “yes.” The one who is in authority “does 
not bear the sword in vain… he is the servant of 
God, an avenger who carries out God’s wrath on the 
wrongdoer” (v. 4). The Roman ius gladii (law of the 
sword) included the right to execute. This reminder 
follows up what Paul said in Chapter 12: “Vengeance 
is mine, I will repay” (12:19). The state is here given 
a function that is forbidden to private citizens. 

The longer answer is, “Yes, if administered justly.” 
Capital punishment, and other punishments too, may 
be unjustly administered — tilted in favor of the 
rich or against ethnic minorities or others who are 
“out of favor.” John the Baptist (Matt. 14:10), the 
apostle James (Acts 12:2), and Jesus Himself were 
all unjustly executed. Since the 1980s, the Roman 
Catholic Church has opposed capital punishment out 
of a desire to avoid abuse and protect all life. But 
Paul makes clear in this chapter that when the state 
executes a criminal, it is acting in God’s stead, as 

God’s left-handed “servant” (diakonos!) to eliminate 
an evil and act as a “deterrent” (a “terror to” bad 
conduct, v. 3). That too is protecting life. In summary, 
we may say that capital punishment is allowed, but 
not required. Christians may rightly support this 
function of government AND seek reform of the 
criminal justice system where it malfunctions.

T H E LOV E W E OW E E ACH OT H ER 
ROMans 13:8–10
The “private” side of that debt we owe one another 
is focused on the word “love.” “Love one another” 
is how Jesus summarized His “new commandment” 
(John 13:34–35). Having been loved by Him, 
we cannot but respond! Paul takes his cue from 
Jesus and puts it in debt language: “Owe no one 
anything, except to love each other” (v. 8). Here Paul 
is returning to the note he sounded in 12:9, the 
description of genuine love. “Owe no one anything” 
does not mean we cannot take out a mortgage 
or use a credit card, only that we must have no 
unpaid obligations (Middendorf). The “love debt” is 
something, on the other hand, that can never be 
fully repaid. There will always be more to give!

One more clarification is in order. We need to be 
clear what we do NOT mean by “debt” in this lesson. 
In one version of the Lord’s Prayer, the words 
“debts” and “debtors” are used. There, very clearly, 
the word refers to our “sin debt” owed to a holy God, 
debts that can only be erased by the forgiveness 
purchased in blood on the cross. Here the reference 
is to the only debt that remains for the forgiven 
children of God, the debt to love as we’ve been 
loved. It is no burden, but a blessed privilege for one 
who has known God’s love. As one song puts it:

That’s how it is with God’s love, once you’ve 
experienced it;

You spread His love to everyone, you want to 
pass it on.

The word “fulfilled” is a good reminder of what 
Jesus said about the Law being summed up into two 
commands, that we love God and love our neighbor 
as ourselves (Matt. 22:37–40). Love puts into action 
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what the Law tells us to do. To spell it out, Paul lists 
several of the Ten Commandments: “You shall not 
commit adultery, You shall not murder, You shall not 
steal, You shall not covet” (v. 9).

Why these? All four (the sixth, fifth, seventh and 
ninth/tenth) are from the “second table” of the 
Decalogue, the duties to our neighbor. Paul is 
focusing on our “horizontal” treatment of others 
here, not the “vertical” relationship with God. All are 
summed up in a quote from Lev. 19:18, “you shall 
love your neighbor as yourself.” Paul makes the very 
same point with the same quote in Gal. 5:14.

Can everything simply be reduced to love? Centuries 
ago, St. Augustine wrote: “Love God and do as you 
please.” He was arguing that if the love of God is at 
the heart of our lives, then God’s will becomes ours 
and all we do will be in accord with it. But “Love God 
and do as you please” is a dangerous idea in our 
age, which does not appreciate or share Augustine’s 
theological underpinnings. Too often “love” has 
become a wax nose that can be bent to any shape 
and used to justify any ethic. “We really love, so 
we may live together.” “We are no longer in love, 
so we may divorce.” “Same-sex relationships are 
appropriate if they are ‘loving’.” Thomas Schreiner 
argues, “If love is cut free from any commandments, 
it easily dissolves into sentimentality, and virtually 
any course of action can be defended as ‘loving’.” It 
is for this reason Paul listed the commandments and 
spent much space and ink in defining authentic love 
to distinguish it from what is counterfeit.

T H E O PP ORT U N E MOMEN T 
ROMANS 13:11–14
Paul underlines the urgency of paying our “debt of 
love” by reminding us what time it is. In vv. 11–12 
comes a rapid succession of words about time, 
including “time” itself, along with “hour,” “nearer,” 
“night,” and “day.” The Greek word for “time” is not 
chronos, the mundane word of measuring hours, 
but kairos, the word that signals an “opportune 
moment.” “Now,” Paul wrote elsewhere, “is the 
favorable [kairos]” (2 Cor. 6:2)! 

The “hour” is not just one of the 24 that happens 
every day, but a moment critical for human destiny, 
such as the “hour” when Jesus faced His enemies 
in Gethsemane (Luke 22:53) or that “hour” when 
history draws to its close (1 John 2:18; Rev. 3:10). 
“The imminence of the end” is a “spur” to the 
Christian’s obedience (James Dunn). Because the 
end of the age is approaching and “our salvation 
is nearer now than when we first believed” (v. 11 
NIV), it is time to attend all the more eagerly to the 
critically important tasks love urges on us. 

Paul uses “night” and “day,” along with “darkness” 
and “light” metaphorically in v. 12, to indicate not 
only what time it is, but who we are! The darkness 
of night hides human action. Daylight makes it 
manifest. So darkness is a metaphor for “a time of 
evil,” a time which, thank God, “is passing away” 
(1 John 2:8), giving place to the arrival of the “true 
light” of Jesus Christ and His bright day. “You were 
darkness,” says Paul elsewhere (Eph. 5:8), “but now 
you are light in the Lord.” Here in Romans 13, Paul 
announces joyfully that “the night is far gone; the 
day is at hand.” So “wake from sleep” (v. 11) and 
get dressed! “Cast off the works of darkness and put 
on the armor of light” (v. 12).

For those who need more detailed direction, Paul 
supplies an explanation of how a child of light 
behaves: “not in orgies and drunkenness, not in 
sexual immorality and sensuality, not in quarreling 
and jealousy” (v. 13). These were the very words 
that convicted and converted young Augustine 
1,500 years ago and helped him see that “what he 
pleased” was now “loving God” with all his life’s 
energy. What he (and we) “put on” is nothing less 
than “the Lord Jesus Christ” (v. 14). It happens still 
today. A college student who had wrestled long 
against the darkness in his life decided to put “off 
the works of darkness” and “put on the Lord Jesus 
Christ” in a tangible way. To his computer monitor he 
taped the words “NO PORN!” and began attending 
Christian gatherings for support in his discipleship. 
For that boy, as for Augustine long ago, a new day 
was dawning.
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 14:1–23

Gracious God, I pray that what I study today may strengthen me in my care for 
other believers. Remove from my heart the urge to judge others and help me build 

them up, even as Your grace upbuilds me. This I ask in Jesus’ name. Amen.

For review:
1. How is a Christian to be “subject” to governing authorities?

2. What are some reasons Romans 13 gives for capital punishment?

3. What are the Greek words for “time” and what’s the difference between them?

Romans 14:1–12
4. It’s important to understand two “labels” Paul employs in Chapters 14–15. How do you understand 

“the WEAK”?

 “the STRONG”?

 Which term would Paul apply to himself? (see 15:1)

5. Paul gives two examples of issues over which Christians might quarrel. What’s the issue in  
vv. 2–3?

 v. 5?

 Are either of these issues still live issues today?

6. What is an issue that currently divides the people in your own congregation?

7. For Paul what was the REAL issue (vv. 6–9)?
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8. “Adiaphora” is a word originally used by the Stoics to signify an “indifferent” matter – one on which all are 
allowed to disagree. What areas of church life do you consider “adiaphora”?

9. A big concern in this chapter is judging others. On a scale of 1–5 (5 being highest), how judgmental are you? 

Romans 14:13–23
10. In dealing with one another, what does Paul advise that we NOT do? (see vv. 13 and 20–21)

11. What ARE we to be doing instead? (see vv. 19 and 22)

12. Most of this section is addressed to the “strong.” What is a possible reason for that?

13. In Christian behavior, MOTIVE is a major consideration. How does Paul express this truth in  
v. 6?

 v. 23?

14. What do you think of Paul’s definition of “sin” in v. 23?

15. Which part of Chapter 14 addresses you most pointedly?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 14 (your choice)

Rom. 14:13 Let us not pass judgment on one another any longer, but rather decide never to put a stumbling 
block or hindrance in the way of a brother.

Rom. 14:19 Let us pursue what makes for peace and for mutual upbuilding.
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P O L A R I ZE D PEOPLE !
We live in a divided nation with “red states” and “blue states.” Issues 
abound. Are you pro-life or pro-choice? “Black Lives Matter” or “All lives 
matter”? Build a wall or open the borders? Want second amendment rights 
or more gun control? Most of us know which “side” we’re on when these 
topics come up. It’s enough to make your head spin and your blood boil! 
We are a polarized people, and it doesn’t look like we’re going to get from 
“e pluribus” into “unum” any time soon.

That’s not all. The church has its own divisions. There are hundreds of 
denominations to choose from. Liberal or conservative? “Hard shell” or 
“reformed” or “fire-baptized” or “charismatic” or “Bible-believing”? Shall 
we sprinkle or pour or immerse? Shall we have traditional or contemporary 
worship? Ordain women or not? Offer open or closed Communion? Don’t 
forget those local dividers! What color carpet for the center aisle? Build 
a new sanctuary or a new school first? Some people complain about 
“politics in the church” and leave.

There’s nothing new about all this. Ever since Adam and Eve, people have 
been trying to fix the blame and pass the buck. It’s “us” versus “them.” 
That’s what sin does. It separates, alienates and isolates. “Your iniquities 
have made a separation…” (Is. 59:2). The early church faced a big 
issue as soon as its mission work began. How would they accommodate 

THE WEAK AND STRONG – ROMANS 14:1–2 AND 15:1  109

THE FOOD F IGHT –  ROMANS 14:2–4 109

DEBATE OVER HOLY DAYS – ROMANS 14:5–9 110

THEREFORE, NO JUDGING!  –  ROMANS 14:10–13A 110

MAKE THEM STUMBLE OR BU ILD THEM UP?  
ROMANS 14:13B–19 110

THE ROLE OF FA ITH –  ROMANS 14:20–23 111

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 15:1–21 112

The right to do as we please is OUT. Concern for 
fellow believers becomes paramount. Breaking rules is 

less a concern than breaking people! 

LIVING WITH OUR DIFFERENCES

Romans
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both Jew and Gentile? What were they to do about 
circumcision? What would be the role of the Old 
Testament Law for Gentiles? The unity of the church 
depended on the answers they found. 

Paul had to navigate these waters with the church 
in Rome before he even arrived. In Chapters 14 and 
15 he frames the concern around the division he 
sees between what he labeled “weak” and “strong” 
people in the church. The tension had progressed 
into judgment of others. Who were the better 
Christians? How were they to fellowship with those 
who differed? That’s still an urgent concern, isn’t it? 
The “life God gives” must be properly translated into 
the “life we live,” especially as we learn to live with 
our differences. That’s what Paul helps us do as we 
approach the finish line in Romans.

T H E W E A K A N D ST RONG 
ROMans 14:1–2 anD 15:1
For most of the letter, Paul has employed the 
standard terms “Jew” and “Gentile.” But the 
lines were not, apparently, so easily drawn in the 
quarreling that arose in the Roman church. Some 
differences cut across ethnic lines. In Chapters 14 
and 15, Paul employs a different set of labels to 
characterize the differences he has heard about. 
There are “weak” people and “strong” people.

The term “weak” he employs in 14:1–2 and again in 
15:1. The term “strong” is used only once in 15:1. 
The meanings of these terms are spelled out in 
significant detail through the whole of Chapter 14 
and into Chapter 15.

The WEAK, very simply, are people with scruples. 
Their “weakness in faith” is not an absence of 
trust in Jesus. It is rather that they lack a full 
understanding of “the implications of their faith in 
Christ” (Douglas Moo). A good illustration is given 
in 1 Cor. 8, where the “weak” do not yet realize that 
since “an idol has no real existence” (1 Cor. 8:4), 
the “food offered to idols” in Corinth could not really 
defile anyone. The weak, however, are so burdened 
with concern that they might be doing wrong that 

they cannot proceed with confidence. The STRONG, 
by way of contrast, are those who are relatively 
free of scruples. They seem not to be bothered by 
“indifferent” matters, and they proceed through life 
with more confidence than their weak brothers. It is 
clear that Paul sees himself as one of them when he 
writes, “we who are strong” (15:1).

T H E FO OD FIGH T 
ROMans 14:2–4
Paul’s opening salvo in Chapter 14 is directed at 
the strong. “As for the one who is weak in faith, 
welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions” (v. 1). 
What were the Roman Christians “quarreling” about? 
Paul addresses two issues. The first, as in Corinth, 
is a “food fight”! The strong person “believes he 
may eat anything, while the weak person eats only 
vegetables” (v. 2). 

Concern over “clean and unclean” foods was 
rooted in the distinctions God had given Israel (Lev. 
11:1–47). For the “weak,” the memory of those food 
restrictions was still vivid. What’s more, in largely 
pagan cities like Rome and Corinth, ritually “clean” 
meat was not easy to obtain, for most meat was 
ritually offered to idols at temples and then sold 
publicly at the meat markets. The “weak,” who had 
scruples about the matter, decided it was just easier 
to avoid meat altogether. Hadn’t Daniel and his 
fellow exiles done the same back in the sixth century 
BC when they refused to eat the king’s “rich food” 
and opted for vegetables and water (Dan. 1:3–16)? 

The strong, on the other hand, held that believers 
could eat anything they chose to eat since Jesus 
“declared all foods clean” (Mark 7:19). God had 
subsequently underlined that truth in the encounter 
between Peter and Cornelius (Acts 10–11). Peter’s 
vision of the animals let down in a sheet sealed the 
matter for him. The distinction between “clean and 
unclean” foods had been done away with.

What is striking is that Paul, though he is among 
the “strong,” does not order the weak to “get with 
it” and adopt the correct understanding. Instead, 
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he commands the strong to “welcome” them (a full 
integration into the worshipping community) and to 
avoid quarreling over “opinions”! There’s to be no 
“despising” (v. 3), no “passing judgment” (vv. 3, 4, 10, 
13, 22). The food issue is not a primary teaching of the 
Christian faith, but an “adiaphoron” (see below). 

DE B AT E OV ER HOLY DAYS 
ROMANS 14:5–9
Paul moves to a second issue, the observance of “holy 
days.” “One person esteems one day as better than 
another, while another esteems all days alike” (v. 5). At 
issue here were Sabbath days (Ex. 20:8–11), the Day 
of Atonement, and various other festival observances 
(as in Lev. 23). In a number of places, the New 
Testament proclaims our freedom from the requirement 
to keep the Sabbath because Jesus, the Lord of the 
Sabbath (Mark 2:23–28), has fulfilled it. We no longer 
observe Passover because “Christ, our Passover Lamb, 
has been sacrificed” (1 Cor. 5:7). Those holy days were 
just a “shadow of the things to come” (Col. 2:17), but 
Christ was the substance. So what shall we do about 
holy days?

Remarkably, Paul not only allows for, but defends and 
even commends the practices of both the strong and 
the weak (Middendorf). The one caveat is “Each one 
should be fully convinced in his own mind” (v. 5). His 
apostolic directive is to allow believers to continue 
observing the Sabbath and other festivals, as Seventh-
Day Adventists still do, so long as they are not made 
mandatory for righteousness. The observance of holy 
days is what we still call an “adiaphoron,” a word 
used long ago by the Stoics to delineate a matter of 
indifference, something not worth circling the wagons 
and having a fight about. The Formula of Concord uses 
it to refer to “ceremonies and church rites which are 
neither commanded nor forbidden in God’s Word” (FC 
SD X 1). In the case of the Sabbath, what once was 
commanded has now been abrogated.

For Paul, the heart of the matter is the MOTIVE. Does 
one observe a holy day (or not) or eat a particular 
food (or not) “in honor of the Lord” (v. 6)? Is he giving 
thanks to God? The real matter of life and death is not 
food or holy days, but whether or not we belong to the 

Lord Jesus Christ. “We live to the Lord, and… we die 
to the Lord” (v. 8). One’s faith in the crucified and risen 
Lord, and our own death with Him in baptism (6:3–4) 
are at the center of things. Everything is seen through 
the lens of the Gospel.

T H ER EFOR E, NO JU D GI NG ! 
ROMANS 14:10–13A
Since we both belong to Jesus Christ, how can we 
“pass judgment” on those who are our “brothers” 
or sisters (v. 10)? This ought to give pause to all 
of us as we recall things spoken intemperately in 
congregational meetings and the hallways and parking 
lots of our churches. It ought to provoke some soul-
searching as we examine the feelings we carry 
about fellow members (or even the pastor) of our 
congregation or about groupings in our denomination if 
they come at things differently than we do.

For those inclined to pass judgment, says Paul, let your 
minds “fast forward” to that awesome day when we will 
all “stand before the judgment seat of God” (v. 10). The 
verb used for “stand before” is a technical term used 
for people who are summoned to appear in court before 
a judge, as Paul himself was to “stand before” Caesar 
(Acts 27:24). Jesus spoke of that day when “the Son of 
Man…will sit on his glorious throne” judging the nations 
(Matt. 25:31–32). That throne will be our judgment seat. 
We can feel the immensity of the moment Paul describes, 
when “every knee shall bow” and “every tongue shall 
confess” (citing Is. 45:23 in v. 11), a quotation he uses 
again in Phil. 2:10–11. How petty will appear so many of 
the things we quarreled over in this life!

M A K E T H E M ST U MB LE 
OR BU I LD T H E M U P ? 
ROMANS 14:13B–19
Having described the “food fight” and the issue of 
“holy days,” Paul draws inferences about relationships 
in the body of Christ. His instruction is framed 
negatively, then positively. What we must not do is to 
place any kind of “stumbling block” or “hindrance” 
(Greek skandalon) before a fellow believer (v. 13). The 
right to do as we please is OUT. Concern for fellow 
believers becomes paramount. Breaking rules is less 
a concern than breaking people! For when we do what 
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we choose, concerned only about ourselves, the first 
result for the other may be that he is “grieved”— 
bothered to the point of wondering if his relationship 
to God is all wrong. It may go further, and your 
actions may “destroy the one for whom Christ died” 
(v. 15). He may, in his perplexity and doubt, abandon 
the church and his faith altogether. In other words, 
we should do nothing that endangers the faith of 
fellow believers!

Paul is guided by a pair of convictions. The first is 
the KNOWLEDGE that “nothing is unclean in itself” 
(v.14). But knowledge is not enough. He adds 
immediately a concern for CONSCIENCE that “it is 
unclean for anyone who thinks it unclean”! This 
conviction mirrors what Paul wrote to the Corinthians 
about food offered to idols, where one must employ 
both knowledge and conscience (1 Cor. 8:7). It is not 
simply MY conscience that is a concern, but that of 
my fellow believer. When we come to matters like 
drinking or gambling, the issue is not simply “is it 
right or wrong?” but “how will this affect the other 
person?” What about his conscience?

This does not mean one should sacrifice his 
convictions and let what is “good be spoken of as 
evil” (v. 16 – the verb is literally “blasphemed”). 
It does mean that we see that the highest good is 
the enactment of life in the “kingdom of God.” That 
kingdom is not matters like “eating and drinking 
but… righteousness and peace and joy in the Holy 
Spirit” (v. 17). The aim is to serve Christ. Now comes 
the positive directive: “let us pursue what makes 
for peace and for mutual upbuilding” (v. 19). He 
gives the same instruction to the Corinthians (1 Cor. 
14:12). We can truly say that “building you is good 
for me,” for us all!

T H E ROLE OF FA I T H  
ROMans 14:20–23
Most of this chapter has been addressed to 
the “strong,” probably because the majority of 
the Roman Christians were Gentile, and most, 
accordingly, came at things as Paul did, with a sense 

of freedom from the strictures of the Old Testament 
Law. In vv. 20–23, Paul repeats his advice and gives 
both groups food for thought.

Once again he reminds that the brother’s faith is a 
matter that outweighs any particular “issue.” “Do not, 
for the sake of food, destroy the work of God” (v. 20). 

Once more he refers to the importance of conscience, 
which he puts into different words in v. 22: “the faith 
that you have, keep between yourself and God.” It 
is well if one does not have to “pass judgment on 
himself for what he approves.” When Martin Luther 
stood before the “judgment seat” of Emperor Charles 
V at Worms, he said, “to go against conscience is 
neither right nor safe.” We begin, then, with a check 
of our own consciences, to see if we have “doubts” 
(v. 23). 

The chapter closes with a surprising and thought-
provoking definition of sin that seems aimed at 
the “weak” in particular. “Whoever has doubts is 
condemned if he eats, because the eating is not 
from faith” (v. 23). Something Paul himself regards 
as acceptable may in fact be “sinful” for the person 
if that person acts against what he believes is right. 
Now the definition: “whatever does not proceed from 
faith is sin.” The primary matter of my faith in Christ 
is the issue — not the Law, not the rules. That faith 
may not be fully mature, not well-informed. What 
matters is whether or not my behavior is in accord 
with the light I have.

Dear brother or sister, how does the Word of God 
address you personally in this chapter? To what 
degree does your behavior flow from your conviction 
that you are Christ’s servant? Do you consider, “How 
will this behavior please Him?” To what degree are 
you aware of and concerned for the other — that 
brother or sister for whom Christ died? We who 
place such questions before ourselves will be well 
equipped to “live with our differences.”
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PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 15:1–21

Lord God, as I study Your Word, equip me to live in such harmony 
with my fellow believers that together we become a song of praise that 

glorifies Your holy name! I ask it for Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For review:
1. Summarize your understanding of the “strong” and the “weak.”

2. What were the two issues at Rome that Paul addressed as divisive?

Romans 15:1–7
3. Paul continues his address to the weak and strong in Rome. His general directive in v. 2 is “Let each of us 

please his neighbor for his good.” A modern-day point of contention in many churches is the issue of “worship 
style.” In this area, how may we seek to “please our neighbor”?

4. What OT verse is Paul citing in v. 3 (see footnotes)?

5. In v. 4 Paul asserts that what was written in the Old Testament was intended to encourage us in our hope. 
What’s the most “hopeful” thing in the Old Testament for you?

6. How is living “in harmony” (v. 5) different than total agreement on issues? Do you see such harmony in your 
congregation just now? If not, what do you think is still needed?

7. Paul urges his readers to “accept one another, then, just as Christ accepted you” (v. 7 NIV). What conditions do 
most people attach to “acceptance” of others?

 What difference do the last four words make for us?

Romans 15:8–13
8. Did Jesus minister primarily to Jews or Gentiles (v. 8)? What reasons does Paul give for this? (vv. 8–9)

9. The Old Testament citations in vv. 9–12 demonstrate that the scope of Jesus’ ministry also included Gentiles. 
What Gospel stories can you recall in which Jesus made contact with and brought mercy to Gentiles?
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Romans 15:14–21
10. In v. 14, Paul compliments the believers in Rome. Compare the list of “positives” here with those in 1 Cor. 1:5 

and 2 Cor. 8:7. What word is common to all three?

11. In v. 16 NIV, Paul says his ministry is a “priestly duty.” He is not doing Levitical service at the temple. How does 
the rest of the verse explain what he means?

12. In this section, Paul now writes extensively about his own ministry. Why do you think he makes this shift?

13. Recall some of the “signs and wonders” associated with Paul.  
Which ones are listed in Acts 14:8–10? 

 Acts 16:16–18? 

 Acts 20:9–12? 

14. Where is Illyricum (v. 19)? How far is it from Jerusalem?

15. What’s Paul’s special “ambition” (v. 20)?

16. Have you encountered anything surprising in these past few lessons?

Memory Verse Challenge for Chapter 15

Rom. 15:5–6 May the God of endurance and encouragement grant you to live in such harmony with one 
another, in accord with Christ Jesus, that together you may with one voice glorify the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
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B LEN DI NG VOICES
The students piled out of their chartered bus onto the church parking lot, 
bleary-eyed from hours on the road. It would be their fifth concert in four 
days. The risers were set up in the chancel, the robes unpacked and hung 
in the church basement, and a brief meal shared. While the students robed 
and huddled for a few minutes of prayer, they could hear the floorboards 
above them creak with the arrival of the concertgoers. Not long afterward, 
they were processing and taking their places on the risers. The pitch pipe 
sounded their note, the director raised his hands with a confident smile, 
and the music began. “Cantate domino canticum novum” — “Sing to the 
Lord a new song!” The weariness melted away, the singers’ spirits soared, 
and joyous music filled the sanctuary.

Choral music, with its wondrous blending of soprano, alto, tenor, and bass, 
is a metaphor that illustrates how God can use our very differences to 
produce a harmonious chorus of praise. In a choir, we don’t compete with 
one another. We cooperate! We’re glad for the unique gift of each voice. 
Basses wait for a cue from altos. Tenors augment sopranos. All the while 
the director, by his hands and eyes, keeps the rhythm steady and the 
dynamics appropriate to the lyrics. 

That, says Paul to his readers at Rome, is what God, the Director, has 
in mind for you! Your very differences as Jew and Gentile, strong and 

Your very differences as Jew and Gentile, strong 
and weak, are meant to be combined in a 

harmonious chorus of hope in praise to God.

L IV ING IN  HARMONY – ROMANS 15:1–7 115

THE MUSIC CHRIST  LEADS – ROMANS 15:8-13 115

PAUL’S  MIN ISTRY CREDENT IALS –  ROMANS 15:14–21 116

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION – ROMANS 15:22–16:27 118

HARMONY AND HOPE

Romans
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weak, are meant to be combined in a harmonious 
chorus of hope in praise to God. A dispirited world, 
bleary-eyed with grief and despair, will be lifted 
by the good news of Jesus that you are called to 
sing. “Those who have never heard will understand” 
(15:21)!

LI V I NG I N H A R MON Y 
ROMans 15:1–7
Paul continues his address to the weak and strong 
begun in Chapter 14. The “strong,” among whom 
Paul places himself, have a particular obligation to 
“bear with” the weak (v. 1). The word for “bear with” 
does not have the negative connotation of “putting 
up with” someone in grudging fashion, but rather 
doing one’s assigned supportive role, as a root 
“supports” (the same verb) the branches of a tree 
(11:18). The same verb describes the active, loving 
service we in Christ’s body perform as we “bear” 
one another’s sin burdens and gently restore those 
who fall (Gal. 6:2–3).

The wellspring of such service is the ministry 
of Jesus Christ to us. “For Christ did not please 
himself” (v. 3), Paul points out. Have you “strong” 
been reproached by the “weak” because you don’t 
follow the old Law’s regulations? Does it irk you 
to have to do what you would be free not to? If 
so, don’t fret. Put your experience in perspective. 
Abstaining from meat or observing a special holy 
day isn’t much of a burden in comparison with what 
Christ had to endure! “The reproaches of those who 
reproached you fell on me,” He says (v. 3, citing Ps. 
69:9). If Christ did not please Himself, why should 
we? But He’s MORE than an example. His sacrificial 
suffering set us all free, Paul argues, to “please 
[our] neighbor” (v. 2).That’s the source of our song 
of praise.

The entire Old Testament was written to give us the 
key signature for our music. That key signature is 
hope, the hope that sustained old Father Abraham 
(4:18) in spite of Sarah’s barrenness, the hope we 
experience in the face of suffering (5:2–5, 8:20–

25). The reading of the Old Testament, which was 
always part of the Roman house church gatherings, 
provides the “instruction” believers need. “You’ve 
heard it,” Paul says. Through its teaching, we 
receive both “endurance” and “encouragement” that 
engender that deep-rooted and growing hope (v. 4). 
If all are singing in the right key, there will come 
“harmony with one another” (v. 5). 

That harmony, Paul wants to affirm, is something 
different than total agreement on those non–essential 
matters (food and holy days) that have divided you. It 
is not a dull uniformity that your Director desires, but 
a willingness to “accept one another,” whether weak 
or strong (v. 7 NIV). So in verse 7, Paul repeats the 
call to “accept” one another with which he began the 
discussion back in 14:1. 

Imagine, for example, how a congregation’s worship 
life might be transformed if, instead of quarreling 
over “traditional versus contemporary” style, each 
group sought to “please his neighbor for his good, 
to build him up” (v. 2). What would happen if we 
said, “Let’s do what you enjoy this time!” Can you 
imagine that? Such mutual submission would enrich 
both, with the result that “together” they might “with 
one voice glorify… God” (v. 6). 

T H E MUSIC CH R IST LE A DS 
ROMans 15:8-13
What is the music Christ came to lead? Ah, nothing 
less than a full-throated double chorus of Jews 
and Gentiles! He came, first, as a “servant to the 
circumcised” (v. 8) to show God’s faithfulness to 
the promises He made to Israel’s patriarchs. But 
there’s more. He also came “in order that the 
Gentiles might glorify God” (v. 9). In His earthly 
sojourn, Jesus was born as a Jew among Jews, 
but even in that ministry came encounters with 
Gentiles like the Roman centurion (Luke 7:2–9) and 
the Syrophoenician woman (Mark 7:24–30), both 
of whom exhibited extraordinary faith. “Jew first, 
then Greek.” Jesus began the first movement of the 
glorious music.
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Paul takes pains to show that the witness of the 
entire Old Testament predicts this coming Jewish/
Gentile song of praise. Paul does this by citing 
the three sections of the Hebrew Old Testament 
to demonstrate God’s plan for this double chorus. 
The Jews divided Scripture into the Torah, the 
Prophets, and the Writings (sometimes called “the 
Psalms”). Jesus reminded the Emmaus disciples 
that “everything written about me in the Law of 
Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be 
fulfilled” (Luke 24:44). In other words, the entire 
Scripture bears witness to Me! Here Paul does the 
same. Note the origins of the quotations: 

(V. 9) “Therefore I will praise you among the 
Gentiles, and sing to your name.” 
From the Writings – Ps. 18:49 
(paralleled in 2 Sam. 22:50)

(V. 10) “Rejoice, O Gentiles, with his 
people.” 
From the Torah – Deut. 32:43

(V. 11) “Praise the Lord, all you Gentiles, 
and let all the peoples extol him.” 
From the Writings (again) – 
Ps. 117:1

(V. 12) “The root of Jesse will come…in him 
will the Gentiles hope.” 
From the Prophets – Is. 11:10

You can see that the entirety of Scripture, says 
Paul, bears witness to the place of the Gentiles 
alongside the Jews in God’s chorus (“Gentiles” 
appear in every quote). And what are they doing? 
Together they will “praise…and sing” (v. 9), 
“rejoice” (v. 10), and “praise…and…extol him” (v. 
11). All that music is in the key of “hope” (v. 12)! 
The Director is nothing less than the “God of hope” 
(v. 13)! That music will fulfill its purpose that “you 
may abound in hope.” To that prayer we say a 
hearty “Amen!”

PAU L’S MI N IST RY CR EDEN T I A LS 
ROMans 15:14–21
Paul has finished his lengthy presentation of the 
Gospel — the righteousness God gives and the 
life the believers are to live. Now he is thinking 
ahead about the future of his Gospel “concert 
tour.” The next stop, he intends, will be Rome 
itself and the people to whom he is writing this 
letter. After that brief stopover, his dream is to 
proceed on to Spain (see v. 24). He hopes to 
secure their financial support for that crucial 
venture, as we saw already in lesson one. Since 
they have not met him face to face, he devotes 
a portion of the letter to tell them more about 
himself and his mission to the Gentiles.

In so doing, he begins with a compliment: “I 
myself am satisfied about you, my brothers, that 
you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with 
all knowledge and able to instruct one another” 
(v. 14). Earlier he had written similar words of 
praise to the congregation in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:5 
and 2 Cor. 8:7). Both congregations were praised 
for their “knowledge,” among other things. His 
description of the Romans is the polar opposite 
of his assessment of depraved humanity in 
Chapter 1: “They were filled with all manner of 
unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice” 
(1:29). What a difference the Gospel has made in 
Rome!

Now he reflects on the letter he has been writing 
them. “On some points I have written to you very 
boldly” (v. 15). And well he should, for he told 
them early on, “I am not ashamed of the gospel” 
(1:16)! He explains his role: “to be a minister of 
Christ Jesus to the Gentiles in the priestly service 
of the gospel” (v. 16). He is not, of course, a 
temple worker of any sort. Rather, he explains, 
he makes an “offering of the Gentiles.” They 
have been made “acceptable, sanctified by the 
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Holy Spirit.” They have been set apart from the world’s sinful crowd, brought into a righteous 
new relationship with Jesus Christ, and returned to God. That has been Paul’s high and holy 
privilege “because of the grace given me by God” (v. 15). “I have reason to be proud” of this 
work, he says (v. 17). The actual Greek word is “boast,” something no human may do in his own 
right but only “in the Lord,” (1 Cor. 1:31). Paul is properly mindful that it has been “what Christ 
has accomplished through me” (v. 18). Now that’s how to boast!

There follows a very brief resume of his missionary work. We’re familiar with it from the book of 
Acts, but the people in Rome were likely not. It was done, he says, in five ways: “by word and 
deed” (v. 18), “by the power of signs and wonders” (v. 19) and by “the Spirit of God.” He does 
not tell them here about the healing of a crippled man in Lystra (Acts 14:8–10), the exorcism of 
a demon-possessed girl in Philippi (Acts 16:16–18), or the raising of Eutychus, who had died in 
a fall from a window (Acts 20:9–12). 

The wide-ranging travels of three missionary journeys are succinctly summarized in one phrase, 
“from Jerusalem and all the way around to Illyricum” (v. 19). He could have mentioned Antioch, 
where his journeys began, but perhaps he is thinking about how the whole movement of the 
Gospel originated from the heart of Judaism (Jerusalem), and in fact he had been there, albeit 
briefly (Gal. 1:18). Illyricum (known in modern times as Yugoslavia), bordered Macedonia to 
the northwest, more than 1,000 miles from Jerusalem. Though it is doubtful that Paul himself 
labored there, it is likely that his mission strategy included the sending of co-workers further on 
from centers where he had established Christian work. The church in Colossae, as an example, 
was started not by Paul but by his co-worker Epaphras (Col. 1:5–8).

His modus operandi, he explains, has always been to preach and establish churches “not where 
Christ has already been named, lest I build on someone else’s foundation” (v. 20). His special 
ambition has been to be a kind of trailblazer, to establish churches in “virgin gospel territory” 
(Douglas Moo). In that way he avoided any possible rivalry or sense of competition.

In the next lesson, we will take up Paul’s dream of taking the Gospel’s concert tour where no 
one had yet dared to go. The bus is headed for Spain!

Paul has finished his lengthy presentation of the Gospel — the 
righteousness God gives and the life the believers are to live. Now 
he is thinking ahead about the future of his Gospel “concert tour.”

r o M A n S  1 5 : 1 – 2 1

MichaeL KaSting 117

19



PE R SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION 
ROMans 15:22–16:27

Lord God, as I open Your word once more, I stop to give You thanks for all the people 
along the way who have taught me, encouraged me, and shared Your Word with me. 

Equip me through my study to do the same for others! In Jesus’ name. Amen

For review:
1. What lesson does Paul draw from Christ’s ministry for the “strong” among his readers?

2. How does Paul make clear that the entirety of Scripture undergirds the mission to the Gentiles?

3. After reading about the weak and the strong, with which group do you more readily identify?

Romans 15:22–33
4. Paul talks of being “hindered” in his attempts to come to Rome. What more do you learn about hindrances to 

his mission plans in 1:13? In 1 Thess. 2:18? In Acts 16:6–7?

5. Verse 26 makes mention of a special offering for the poor in Jerusalem that he must deliver (see 2 Cor. 8:1–
15). Why do you think this offering was so important to Paul that he would delay coming to Rome? (See v. 27)

6. What hint of possible trouble ahead do we get from vv. 30–32?

7. What would you say are your ambitions in life? Do any of them contain the kind of concern for God’s kingdom 
that Paul evidenced?

Romans 16:1–16
8. What do you deduce about Phoebe from vv. 1–2? What is Paul asking the Romans to do for her?

9. What kinds of things does Paul commend as he extends greetings in these verses?
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10. Paul has been branded by some as a “misogynist.” How many women are named in this list? What does he say 
about them?

11. If Paul were to describe your role in the Lord’s work, what one-liner would he use?

Romans 16:17–27
12. He warns against a group of people in vv. 17–18. What danger do they pose? 

 What is his simple advice? (Compare 1 Cor. 5:9–13)

 Where do you “draw the line” in defining “contrary to the doctrine that you have been taught” (v. 17)?

13. More names! For some interesting possible connections, read Acts 13:1, 17:5, 19:22, 20:4.

14. What happened to verse 24?

15. How is the Jew-Gentile theme touched on one last time in the doxology that closes this letter (vv. 25–27)?

16. What discoveries about God, yourself, and the Christian life have you made in reading Romans?

Memory Verse Challenge 

Instead of adding a new verse this week, take time to review the verses you have already learned. Catch up if 
you’ve fallen behind. 

Overall, has this effort been a “burden” or a “blessing” (or both!)? 

Which of these verses, do you think, will be of lasting value in your life?
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FACES I N T H E CROW D
We sometimes find ourselves gazing at faces of people assembled for 
a portrait. A wedding party. A confirmation class. A family reunion. It 
might be a picture taken last week. Or fifty years ago. The older the 
picture, the less likely it is that we will recognize the faces. Near the end 
of the movie Hoosiers there is a photo of the team from a tiny Indiana 
school that accomplished the improbable and won the state high school 
basketball crown in 1954 over much larger rivals. “Faces in the Crowd” 
is a regular feature in SPORTS ILLUSTRATED magazine. Down the edge 
of the page are photos of ordinary people who have considerable athletic 
accomplishments, but are almost certainly not known to the readers of the 
magazine. 

The end of Romans has such a gallery of people. Since there were no 
cameras, all we have is a list of names. Paul shares greetings with more 
than two dozen people, few of whom are familiar. They are simply “faces 
in the crowd” who’ve long since joined the great “cloud of witnesses” 
(Heb. 12:1) that look on as we run the race set before us.

Biblical lists are often skipped over as we read, but if “all scripture is 
inspired by God and profitable” (2 Tim. 3:16 RSV), this Scripture is too! 

PAUL’S  TRAVEL PLANS: WESTWARD HO!   
ROMANS 15:22–33 121

PERSONAL GREET INGS – ROMANS 16:1–16 122

F INAL INSTRUCT IONS – ROMANS 16:17–27 123

PERSONAL APPL ICAT ION 125

Now that Paul has articulated the wonders 
of the Gospel, he shares his travel plans, 
extends personal greetings, and makes 

an appeal for support and prayer.

FACES IN THE CROWD

Romans
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Now that Paul has articulated the wonders of the 
Gospel, he shares his travel plans, extends personal 
greetings, and makes an appeal for support and 
prayer. The “faces in the crowd” we see in passing 
are a window into Paul’s world and a mirror to our 
own as we attend to these final sections in Paul’s 
great letter to Rome. 

PAU L’S T R AV EL PL A NS: W EST WA R D HO ! 
ROMANS 15:22–33
The chief purpose of the epistle has been served. 
Now Paul turns to his future mission plans. The 
itinerary for his journeys, it appears, was fluid at 
best. Things did not always go according to plan. At 
times, violent opposition forced an early exit (Acts 
13:50–51, 16:19–40). Luke records that at one 
point the Holy Spirit re-directed the mission from 
Bithynia to Macedonia (Acts 16:6–7). Paul was 
convinced that Satan threw up some roadblocks too 
(1 Thess. 2:18).

Paul had a desire to come to Rome, but that had 
been put on hold more than once. Earlier he told 
them he was “prevented” (1:13), but with no further 
explanation. Here he talks of being “hindered” (v. 
22). After describing his work, he says “This is the 
reason [for my delay],” which leads us to believe 
that it was the sheer rush of opportunities that left 
Paul “tied up” with responsibilities and unable to 
come at the time originally planned. Presently he 
is in Corinth. The next stop is an interim journey 
to Jerusalem. Then at last he hopes to come to 
Rome “in passing” (v. 24) on the way to Spain 
as he makes his “relentless march westward” 
(Middendorf). 

Most doubt that he ever reached Spain since Acts 
ends with Paul under house arrest in Rome. But 
ancient writer Clement of Rome believes that he 
eventually made it, “having taught righteousness 
unto the whole world and having reached the 
farthest bounds of the West” (1 Clement 5:6–7). In 
that scenario, he would have been released from 

imprisonment in Rome, made the trip to Spain, and 
then later re-arrested and finally executed. Luke’s 
purpose in Acts was to demonstrate the spread 
of the Gospel from Jerusalem to Rome, from the 
heart of Judaism to the capital of the Gentile world. 
Having shown that Gospel triumph, he ended his 
account. Was that the end of Paul’s travels, or did 
Luke break off the story deliberately? In his book 
The Constantine Codex, Dr. Paul L. Maier helps the 
reader imagine the discovery of “Second Acts,” a 
lost biblical book that describes Paul’s journey to 
Spain. We can only wonder!

The reason for Paul’s interim journey to Jerusalem 
is important. He had gathered a special offering 
for the poor in Jerusalem (see 2 Cor. 8:1–15) that 
he must now deliver. “I am going to Jerusalem 
bringing aid to the saints” (v. 25). He had made 
an agreement to do this with James and Cephas 
and John (Gal. 2:9–10), and he intended to keep 
his word. But more important was the fact that 
the offering provided tangible evidence that Jews 
and Gentiles were united! The word ESV translates 
in v. 26 as “contribution” is literally “fellowship” 
(koinoonia), a word, so the lexicons tell us, that 
could denote a gift that was a “sign of fellowship” or 
a “proof of brotherly love.” N. T. Wright explains the 
offering’s significance this way: “For Gentiles to give 
money for Jewish Christians was a sign that the 
Gentiles regarded them as members of the same 
family; for Jewish Christians to accept it would be a 
sign that they in turn accepted the Gentiles as part 
of their family.”

As he anticipates the trip to Jerusalem, Paul pleads 
for prayer. “I appeal to you, brothers…to strive 
together with me in your prayers to God on my 
behalf, that I may be delivered from the unbelievers 
in Judea, and that my service for Jerusalem may 
be acceptable to the saints” (vv. 30–31). The 
word “strive” is literally “agonize,” a strong word 
that indicated some deep concern. He obviously 
fears for his safety in Judea. The danger posed 
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by the “unbelievers” came true. Acts records that 
Paul nearly lost his life in a riot near the temple 
(Acts 21:30ff.), then later became the target of 
an assassination plot (Acts 23:12–15). The fact 
that Paul was rescued (by a Roman officer and his 
troops! – Acts 21:31–34) is certainly an answer to 
that prayer for deliverance. The second petition that 
the offering would be “acceptable” also appears 
to have been granted. Luke reports, “the brothers 
received us gladly” (Acts 21:17). Paul himself later 
tells Governor Felix, “I came to bring alms to my 
nation” (Acts 24:17), an indication of its acceptance.

With that task finished at last, Paul anticipates 
finally making the trip through Rome. With 
characteristic humility, he does not say he will 
come to teach them, but simply to “be refreshed in 
your company” (v. 32). The final benediction, “May 
the God of peace be with you all” (v. 33) actually 
says, in Greek, that He and His peace “is with you” 
already! Even though trouble waits for Paul in Rome 
(and, much later, persecution for the church), there 
remains a blessed peace, a true shalom, for him and 
them. He continues with the sharing of greetings.

PE R SONA L GR EET I NGS 
ROMans 16:1–16
There is a strong temptation to skip over this last 
chapter because it is, in large part, “just a bunch 
of names” similar to the genealogies in the Old 
Testament and the Gospels. In one of his homilies, 
Chrysostom says, “I think there are many… who hurry 
over this part of the epistle because they think it is 
superfluous and of little importance.” Instead, we will 
linger and look at the gallery of people Paul mentions.

Before those greetings, Paul sets before us the 
name Phoebe, who is called a “servant” (diakonos) 
of the church in Cenchreae, not far from Corinth (v. 
1). Paul is “commending” her to them, probably as 
the bearer of the letter, since the word diakonos can 
denote one who is an “intermediary” or “courier.” 
She likely had a larger serving role in Cenchreae, 
though an order of female church workers distinct 

from male deacons “would not be invented for 
another three hundred years” (Wright). It is clear 
she had been a “patron” to Paul in some fashion, 
and he asked them to “help her in whatever she 
may need” (v. 2).

Now comes the parade of people greeted and 
greeting. There are 34 names to be exact, 26 named 
people in Rome, eight more who are with Paul in 
Corinth, whose greetings he sends. In no other letter 
does Paul include such a lengthy list. By naming 
as many as he can, both in Rome and Corinth, he 
provides something like a list of references since 
he has not met them face to face. In the letters 
to churches he knows well, there are few named 
greetings like this.

The first two are the most familiar. Priscilla and 
Aquila, whom Paul calls “my fellow workers in Christ 
Jesus” (v. 3), first appear in Acts 18, where we 
learn that this husband and wife duo had originally 
fled from Rome because of a decree by Emperor 
Claudius. They worked alongside Paul as tentmakers 
and hosted him. They later accompanied Paul to 
Ephesus and while there helped in the theological 
formation of Apollos (Acts 18:24–26). Eventually 
they returned to Rome when the decree of Claudius 
was relaxed, probably when the emperor died in 54 
AD. Here in Romans 16 we read that they hosted a 
house church (for the first two centuries there were 
no public church buildings) and that, at some point, 
they had “risked their necks” to save Paul (v. 4). We 
wonder what adventure story is behind that phrase!

The names continue. Here’s the lineup of those who 
follow in vv. 5–15:

Epaenetus, “who was the first convert to Christ 
in Asia,”

Mary, “who has worked hard for you,”

Andronicus and Junia, “my kinsmen and my 
fellow prisoners. They are well known to the 
apostles, and they were in Christ before me,”

Ampliatus, “my beloved in the Lord,”
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Urbanus, “our fellow worker in Christ,”

Stachys, “my beloved,”

Apelles, “who is approved in Christ,” 
“Those who belong to the family of” Aristobulus,

Herodion, “my kinsman,” 
“The family of” Narcissus,

Tryphaena and Tryphosa, “those workers in the 
Lord,”

Persis, “the beloved…who has worked hard in 
the Lord,”

Rufus, “chosen in the Lord; also his mother, who 
has been a mother to me as well,”

Asyncritus, Phlegon, Hermes, Patrobas, Hermas 
“and the brothers who are with them,”

Philologus, Julia, Nereus “and his sister,” 
Olympas, “and all the saints who are with them.”

There’s much to learn from this list. It is clear, 
first, that Paul was no “lone wolf.” He was part of 
an extended team of co-workers. Second, he sets 
a good example in expressing appreciation and 
affection for those co-workers, something pastors 
and heads of church staffs would do well to imitate! 
It is clear, third, that the names include both Jews 
(he calls them his “kinsmen”) and Gentiles. The 
ethnic teamwork Paul so desired was taking place! 
In the fourth place, it is very striking, contrary to 
the frequent labeling of Paul as a “misogynist,” that 
he valued the women who helped with God’s work. 
If “Junia” (16:7) denotes a female, there are nine 
women among the 26 people greeted in Rome — 
Priscilla, Mary, Junia, Tryphaena, Tryphosa, Persis, 
Julia, the mother of Rufus, and the sister of Nereus. 
Six of them earn explicit grateful recognition (a 
higher proportion than the men!).

One of those women has drawn considerable 
attention. A debate has developed among scholars 
and students about the identity and role of Junia 
(v. 7). The name itself may be feminine (Junia) 
or masculine (Junias or Junianus), depending on 

how it is accented, something that differs among 
early manuscripts. If Junia is taken as a woman, 
the names are likely those of a husband and wife. 
Further, they are called “well known to the apostles” 
(so the ESV), meaning highly regarded by the 
apostles. But other translations render the phrase 
as “outstanding among the apostles” (so the NIV), 
thus allowing the possibility that they themselves are 
numbered among the “apostles,” and outstanding 
ones at that! If both conjectures are true, this verse 
becomes evidence for a woman being included in 
what has been thought of as an exclusively male 
role. Paul’s teaching elsewhere (1 Cor. 14:33–35 
and 1 Tim. 2:8–15) seems clearly against that 
understanding. Further, there is the possibility that 
“apostle” may be used in a looser sense here simply 
to denote a “messenger” or “emissary” rather than 
the narrower, more authoritative term we normally 
understand (Douglas Moo). 

A few other names deserve further comment. Both 
Ampliatus and Urbanus are common names for 
Roman slaves, so scholars tell us. It is generally 
understood that a majority of those who became 
Christians in Rome were slaves, and these names 
would be evidence of that. “Rufus” (v. 13) is likely 
the son of Simon of Cyrene, one of two sons 
mentioned by name in Mark 15:21. If so, the son of 
the man forced to carry the cross of Jesus would 
have made a powerful witness to the events of that 
Good Friday. You see, it is worth taking time to study 
these lists! 

FI NA L I NST RUCT IONS 
ROMans 16:17–27
As the letter ends, Paul gives a final warning, 
another set of greetings, and a concluding doxology. 
The warning is directed against false teaching: 
“watch out for those who cause divisions and 
create obstacles (skandala) contrary to the doctrine 
that you have been taught; avoid them” (v. 17). 
This recalls his directive to the Corinthians that 
they refuse to associate with manifestly immoral 
“brothers” (1 Cor. 5:9–13). It is hard to identify a 
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particular group or teaching Paul singles out here 
in Romans. More likely it is a general caution 
against future false teaching they will almost 
certainly encounter. 

In summary he says, “I want you to be wise as to 
what is good and innocent as to what is evil” (v. 
19). Is he recalling the word of Jesus about being 
“wise as serpents” and “innocent as doves” (Matt. 
10:16)? A word of encouragement concludes the 
warning: “the God of peace will soon crush Satan 
under your feet” (v. 20). A better translation than 
“soon” would be “suddenly” or “swiftly.”

This encouraging word recalls the ancient 
prediction to the serpent in Gen. 3:15 that the 
woman’s seed would “bruise your head.” Ah, more 
than bruise!

Now there come more names. Paul sends the 
greetings from his current co-workers in Corinth. 
Noteworthy among them is Timothy, the person 
most frequently mentioned in Paul’s letters and 
coauthor of six of them! Other identifications are 
less certain. Acts 13:1 mentions a “Lucius of 
Cyrene,” a prophet in Antioch. Is this Lucius the 
same one? Acts 17:5 tells how the home of one 
“Jason” is attacked by a mob in Thessalonica. 
Acts 19:22 pairs Timothy and Erastus as an 
“advance team” sent into Macedonia. Acts 20:4 
names “Sopater the Berean” who accompanied 
Paul on his journey through Macedonia. Is he the 
same man as “Sosipater”? Lucius, Jason, and 
Sosipater are labeled “kinsmen,” and it is possible 
they would be accompanying Paul as he delivered 
the special offering soon in Jerusalem.

What happened to verse 24? Observant students 
will notice that the ESV text goes from v. 23 to v. 
25. A footnote informs us that “some manuscripts 
insert verse 24: The grace of our Lord Jesus 
Christ be with you all. Amen. This difference 
between early manuscripts is just one part of 
some divergence in how Romans ends. The 
appearance of a “doxology” (vv. 25–27) is not 
unusual, but its placement at the end of a letter 
is. No other epistle ends this way. Almost all 
others have, instead, a benediction. Compare 1 
Thess. 5:28 and 2 Thess. 3:18, which are nearly 
identical to the footnoted v. 24.

That aforementioned doxology reprises the 
“mystery” mentioned earlier in Romans, where 
Paul describes the “partial hardening” of Israel 
“until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in” 
(11:25). Twelve other times Paul uses this word 
(six of them in Ephesians!), sometimes as a 
synonym for the Gospel itself, and sometimes 
pointedly for the wondrous inclusion of the 
Gentiles. “This mystery is that the Gentiles are 
fellow heirs, members of the same body, and 
partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through 
the gospel” (Eph. 3:6).

How else would “the apostle to the Gentiles” 
praise God for what has finally been “disclosed 
and through the prophetic writings has been made 
known to all nations” (v. 26)? So hear him once 
more: “to the only wise God be glory forevermore 
through Jesus Christ!” (v. 27). 

What more can we say than “Amen”!

So hear him once more: “to the only wise God be glory 
forevermore through Jesus Christ!”
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PER SO NA L A PPLIC AT ION

Heavenly Father, gracious God, thank You for this epistle, my instructor, and my fellow 
students. As I look back on what I’ve learned, bring to mind those things that will be 

helpful for my life. Give me the resolve to trust what You have promised and obey what 
You command, that I may glorify You and encourage others! For Jesus’ sake. Amen.

For Review:
1. Take time to page through the course notes and P. A. questions you answered. Highlight things you will most 

want to remember. Use the four questions below as a way to categorize.

2. Review once more the memory verse challenges. You may want to put some (or all) on 3 x 5 cards (location on 
side A, verse on side B) and carry the cards with you. Reviewing the cards is a profitable way to use time when  
you must wait in line or at the doctor’s office! 

List what you’ve learned using these four questions:
3. What DISCOVERIES have I made that I could share with someone else?

4. What PROMISES does God make in Romans that I need to claim?

5. What COMMANDS does God give in Romans that I am being called to obey?
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6. What ACTION STEPS have I taken or do I intend to take as a result of this study of Romans?
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A LO OK B ACK
What do you do when the movie is over and you walk out of the theater? 
What do you say when the family comes home from vacation and people 
ask, “How was it?” What kind of resolves do you make when you emerge 
from military service, survive an auto accident, or have a baby? 

One of the gifts God has given us humans is the capacity to reflect on our 
experiences and grow because of them. We emerge richer, wiser, more 
prepared for what comes next, hopefully! We’ve just completed a study of 
one of the great books in the Bible. What will you think, say, and do as a 
result of that study?

Let’s take time to reflect on the journey we’ve made together over the past 
few months. The reading we did. The questions we struggled to answer. 
The class discussions. The stab we made (at least some of us did!) at 
memorizing. The prayers we prayed. The words and ideas that are still 
swirling in our heads.

Taking time to reflect together will be something like wearing a retainer 
once the braces come off, but a lot more pleasant!

This is always the biggest challenge for me in Bible 
study! It’s the very serious “So what?” question I 

think God would address to me and every reader. 
“What are you going to do about this now?” He 

seems to say, and that makes me squirm.

REV IEWING THE LESSONS 128

WHAT TO DO WITH WHAT WE’VE LEARNED  129

REFLECTING ON THE LETTER 
TO THE ROMANS

Romans
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R EV I EW I NG T H E LESSONS
So that you will not have to thumb through 
pages and pages to make a quick review, here 
is the progression of the 20 lesson titles and 
the chief issues addressed in each one:

Lesson 1 – Getting Our Bearings 
The impact of Romans on folks like 
Augustine and Wesley. The outline focused 
on “righteousness.” Luther’s challenge to 
memorize.

Lesson 2 – A Dynamite Introduction 
Paul’s introduction of himself as a “servant” 
who has been “called” to be an “apostle.” 
The Gospel (and nothing else) is the 
“dynamite”!

Lesson 3 – Sinnerama! 
Newsreel of God’s wrath in response 
to human rebellion. The idolatrous 
“exchanges” we humans make. Special 
focus on homosexuality.

Lesson 4 – Judgment for the Judgmental 
Our human tendency to judge others. God: 
a Judge with a heart. What happens on 
“Judgment Day.” The role of works.

Lesson 5 – Dialogue with a Jew 
Misplaced confidence. Do we practice what 
we preach? The issue of circumcision. More 
important: where’s your heart?

Lesson 6 – Sola Fide: The Heart of the 
Gospel 
The whole world stands condemned. 
Justification = God’s “Not Guilty” verdict. A 
gift that excludes boasting. To be received 
by faith.

Lesson 7 – Father Abraham 
He was righteous by faith, before 
circumcision. Even before the Law was 
given. “Dead man hoping” becomes father 
at age 100!

Lesson 8 – Adam and Christ 
A love like no other: God loved weak, 
ungodly, sinners, His enemies! Adam was 
“Patient Zero” in human infection. Became 
a “type” of Christ.

Lesson 9 – From Baptism to Battle 
Baptism: our draft notice. We died to the 
old master, are born to serve a new one. 
New life “under grace.”

Lesson 10 – The Law and “I” 
Marriage as metaphor for covenant. The 
old one with Law: I died to that! Law killed 
me, drove to Christ. It still functions: curb, 
mirror, and rule.

Lesson 11 – A New Mindset 
No condemnation. Instead a new “mindset” 
for us. Minds set on the flesh? No. Minds 
set on the Spirit! Yes. The privileges of 
being God’s children.

Lesson 12 – The Groaning and the Glory 
Present sufferings like pangs of childbirth. 
Future glory like child born. Hopeful living. 
Spirit helps us! Nothing will separate us 
from the love of God.

Lesson 13 – Paul’s Anguish over Israel 
Why do so many in Israel refuse Jesus 
as Messiah? Paul anguishes. “Israel” 
= children of promise, not physical 
descendants. Potter and clay image.

Lesson 14 – “And the Winner is…” 
Jews are runners stumbling on a stone – 
that Rock is Christ. God deliberately courts 
the Gentiles, but still holds out His hands to 
Jews.

Lesson 15 – The Story’s Happy Ending 
Gentiles’ salvation makes Israel jealous. 
The olive tree metaphor. Gentiles grafted in. 
“In this way all Israel will be saved.” Mercy 
triumphs.
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Lesson 16 – A Life of Worship 
Worship redefined: the living sacrifice of 
your body. Using your gifts. The nature of 
“authentic” love. “Retaliate” on enemies 
with blessing!

Lesson 17 – Debts, Public and Private 
Public debt – what we owe governing 
authorities. God’s “left hand.” Capital 
punishment. The “love debt” to one 
another.

Lesson 18 – Living with Our 
Differences 
The “weak” and the “strong.” Food and 
holy days as dividing issues. No judging 
others. Build them up instead.

Lesson 19 – Harmony and Hope 
“Bearing with.” Please others, not 
yourself. Bible as book of hope. Jews and 
Gentiles make a “double chorus” of praise. 
Paul’s credentials.

Lesson 20 – Faces in the Crowd 
Paul’s aim at mission to Spain. Personal 
greetings show appreciation, affection. 
Word of warning about false teachers. 
Final doxology.

W H AT TO D O W I T H 
W H AT W E’ V E LE A R N ED 
Here are four possible ways to make use of 
what we’ve learned in Romans. Since I, as the 
writer, made the journey with you, I’ll share 
a couple of my reflections in each area to 
demonstrate what I mean. You take time to 
do the same. You may need to review your 
assignment sheets once more, or even skim 
through the epistle itself, as I did in order to 
make my list. Here goes.

First, what are the discoveries you’d like to 
share?

In all the times I read through Romans, I 
had never paid attention to the triple use 
of “exchanged” in Chapter 1 (vv. 23, 25, 
26) as a description of human sin. 

It gave me a different look at the 
deceptiveness of temptation (as if Satan 
were saying, “Let’s make a deal!”). I am 
forced to ask, “What am I seeking in 
‘exchange’ for the good things God has 
given to me? What do I think is in it for 
me if I elect to defy my conscience?” It is 
a disturbing discovery. 

I’ve long been bothered by the affirmation 
that some of the potter’s vessels were 
made for “dishonorable” use (9:21), 
since it sounded like God destined some 
people for “dishonor” and even eternal 
destruction. It was a relief to discover in 
my word study that the Greek word means 
“common” (so NIV) or “ordinary,” not 
“dishonorable.” 

Second, what are some promises of God you 
can claim?

One of the greatest for me in this letter 
is “all things work together for good” for 
those who love God (8:28). It carries more 
freight for me the older I get (age 69 at 
this writing). As my wife and I face the 
particular challenges that come with aging 
(some of you know what those are!), the 
promise here speaks louder to us than 
ever before. We need to claim this when 
we are discouraged.

One of the overlooked promises in 
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Romans I rediscovered this time through 
is near the letter’s end. “The God of 
peace will soon [“swiftly” may be a better 
translation] crush Satan under your 
feet” (16:20). Really? Whether “soon” or 
“swiftly,” THAT’S definitely a promise I 
need to hear, in light of what I’m going to 
share in the next section!

Third, what commands from God are you 
being called to obey?

The command “therefore let us not pass 
judgment on one another any longer” 
(14:13) struck me with special force, 
since I have always been a person critical 
of others.

Chapter 12 is filled with commands. 
Among those that jump out at me are 
“rejoice in hope” (v. 12) since I am 
sometimes as gloomy as Eeyore! Another 
is “be constant in prayer” (also in v. 12) 
since I find myself to be something of 
a “prayer midget” instead of a prayer 
warrior, and more so now in retirement, 
even though I have more “disposable” 
time.

Finally, “make no provision for the flesh” 
(13:14) is a pointed reminder to me that I 
have set aside (by bad habit) some fleshly 
niches in my schedule, such as computer 
time that crowds out prayer time. You too?

Fourth, what action steps, especially changes, 
have you made or do you intend to make as a 
result of reading Romans? 

This is always the biggest challenge for 
me in Bible study! It’s the very serious 
“So what?” question I think God would 
address to me and every reader. “What 
are you going to do about this now?” He 
seems to say, and that makes me squirm. 

Because of preparing this study, I 
finally read Luther’s Preface to Romans, 
something I’d never done, for which 
I always felt a twinge of guilt for my 
laziness! It sharpened my appreciation for 
the power of the letter and supplied me 
with the idea of including the “memory 
challenge” in these lessons.

An action step I am now pondering is 
to memorize Chapter 12 because of all 
the simple, but important, imperatives 
it lists. If I commit these to memory, I 
will, hopefully, find myself prodded by 
the Spirit through the Word, to take the 
actions He commands me here.

Got the idea? Now it’s your turn. If you 
find all this forbidding, especially that final 
one involving actions to take and changes 
to make, I suggest that you covenant 
with a classmate from this study to be an 
accountability partner to share, pray for you, 
and ask how you are doing. Both of you will 
be blessed! 

Now to him who is able to strengthen 
you according to [the] gospel and the 
preaching of Jesus Christ… to the only 
wise God be glory forevermore through 
Jesus Christ! Amen (16:25–27).

We’ve just completed a study of one of the 
great books in the Bible. What will you 

think, say, and do as a result of that study?
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