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THE GOSPEL

The gospel is the power of God to change lives.

The word gospel means “good news.” It 
is the good news of what God has done 
for us through His Son, Jesus. 

The good news of the gospel is rightly 
understood in light of the bad news 
of sin. Romans 3:23 tells us that “all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory 
of God” and “the wages of sin is death” 
(Rom. 6:23). Our sin separates us 
from God. 

Nothing we can do will bridge the 
chasm between us and God. No 
amount of good deeds can earn our 
salvation. “No one will be justified 
in his sight by the works of the law” 
(Rom. 3:20). 

“But God proves his own love for us in 
that while we were still sinners, Christ 
died for us” (Rom. 5:8). That is good 
news! Because Jesus died for our sins 
and was raised from the dead, we can 
have “peace with God” (Rom. 5:1) and 
“walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). 

Jesus Himself said, “I am the way, the 
truth, and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except through me” (John 14:6). 
He is waiting for you now. 

•  Admit to God that you are a sinner. 
Repent, turning away from your sin.

•  By faith receive Jesus Christ as 
God’s Son and accept Jesus’ gift of 
forgiveness from sin. 

•  Confess your faith in Jesus Christ as 
Savior and Lord. Pray: “Dear God, I 
know that You love me. I confess my 
sin and need of salvation. I turn away 
from my sin and place my faith in 
Jesus as my Savior and Lord. In Jesus’ 
name I pray, amen.”

After you have received Jesus Christ 
into your life, tell a pastor or another 
Christian about your decision. Show 
others your faith in Christ by asking 
for baptism by immersion in your 
local church.
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A WORD FROM THE EDITOR

5E        B  

Paul’s Letter to the Romans is one of the most profound explanations 
of the Christian gospel in all of Scripture. Written by a former Pharisee 
who ate, drank, and breathed the Law of Moses until his conversion, 
Romans expresses the very pulse of divine grace that was revealed in 
Jesus Christ. Saul of Tarsus had believed so strongly in a works-based 
righteousness that he was ready to arrest, beat, and even execute any 
of his fellow Jews who dared to announce they were followers of Jesus, 
the promised Messiah.

Then came the day that Saul, known later by his Greek name Paul, 
met the risen Christ on the road to Damascus. The scales of self-
righteousness fell from Paul’s eyes as he realized that he could never 
be good enough to overcome his sin problem. He, like all Jews, had 
the same status before God as Gentiles did—sinners who were in 
danger of God’s righteous wrath!

Until Jesus Christ, that is.

In his letter to the Christians in Rome, Paul explained in exquisite 
detail the beauty and logic of salvation by grace through faith. At the 
pinnacle of his argument, Paul wrote, “There is now no condemnation 
for those in Christ Jesus, because the law of the Spirit of life in Christ 
Jesus has set you free from the law of sin and death” (Rom. 8:1-2). 
This is the essence of the gospel—the good news.  

Get ready for sessions of rich Bible study. The Letter to the Romans is 
about sin-forgiving, life-changing, heaven-enlightening news for you! 

David Briscoe 
Content Editor for Explore the Bible
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INTRODUCTION TO ROMANS
Flashing blue lights on an approaching vehicle can generate a range of 
emotions depending on your situation. The lights can spark everything from 
fear that you have violated a law to relief that help has arrived in a dangerous 
situation. In either case, the lights represent an encounter with the law. 

Similarly, the Book of Romans represents a brilliant theological 
masterpiece that confronts humanity with both the hope of God’s grace and 
the justice of God’s law. The book—in reality an epistle, or letter, from the 
apostle Paul to Christians living in first-century Rome—provides a flashing 
warning that God’s eternal justice will hold accountable all people who have 
sinned. At the same time, Romans shines an equally bright light on the 
gospel, the life-changing message that God graciously provided the way of 
salvation and eternal hope through faith in Jesus Christ. 

  AUTHOR

In most New Testament epistles, a letter’s author identifies himself in the 
opening sentence. Accordingly, Romans 1:1 reveals that the epistle was 
written by “Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called as an apostle and set apart 
for the gospel of God.” Paul—formerly called by his Jewish name, Saul (see 
Acts 13:9)—grew up in Tarsus and became a Pharisee, being mentored in the 
Mosaic law and Jewish traditions by the notable rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3). 

Paul’s zeal for the law led to his severe persecution of the early followers of 
Christ. However, his heart and life abruptly changed when he encountered 
the risen Christ on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:3-6,17-19). Thereafter, Paul 
became Christ’s “chosen instrument to take [His] name to Gentiles, kings, 
and Israelites” (Acts 9:15). Acts 13–28 chronicles Paul’s fulfillment of that 
calling, including his missionary commissioning in Antioch of Syria, three 
missionary journeys into the heart of the Roman Empire, and a two-year 
house-imprisonment in Rome, where “he welcomed all who visited him, 
proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ 
with all boldness and without hindrance” (Acts 28:30b-31).

  OCCASION, DATE, AND PLACE OF WRITING

Paul gave a couple of indications in his letter about what motivated him 
to write to the believers in Rome. First, he had heard about their bold and 
enduring faith (Rom. 1:8). Paul did not start the church in Rome and likely 
had never visited the city. Nevertheless, he desired very much to preach the 
gospel there and “have a fruitful ministry,” especially among the Gentiles 
(1:13). Second, Paul had a long-range plan to evangelize in Spain. Thus, he 
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hoped not only to spend time in Rome on the way to Spain but also to gain 
the Roman believers’ assistance for his journey (Rom. 15:23-24).

Paul mentioned in Romans 15:25 that at the time of writing he was 
traveling to Jerusalem to deliver a relief offering for suffering Christians. The 
offering had been collected among the churches in Macedonia and Achaia. 
A related statement in 1 Corinthians 16:6 suggests that Paul wrote Romans 
while he stayed in Corinth during the winter of AD 56-57. 

  PURPOSE

Paul longed to preach the gospel in Rome. The capital of the empire not only 
was the center of political power but also offered the potential of expanded 
spiritual influence. To reach this potential, however, the believers in Rome 
needed to have a firm understanding of and commitment to the true gospel. 
The diversity of Jewish and Gentile believers gave rise to conflict over issues 
such as grace and law, maturity and immaturity, as well as old covenant 
and new covenant promises. Paul wanted to present the gospel he preached 
prior to his intended visit to Rome so that each believer could know, live, and 
proclaim the truth. 

  ORGANIZATION 

Paul’s letters often contained two sections—a mainly doctrinal section 
followed by a mainly practical section. Romans follows this pattern. Following 
an opening salutation (1:1-15), Paul laid out a careful theological exposition 
of the gospel in Christ Jesus in 1:16–11:36. Chapters 9–11 conclude the first 
section with an explanation of the place of Israel in view of the gospel. 

In 12:1–15:13, Paul described what believers’ lives should look like when 
they have been transformed by the gospel. Empowered and gifted by the 
indwelling Spirit, believers are to be united as one spiritual family and guided 
by Christlike love. They are to submit to God-ordained authority and live in 
anticipation of Christ’s return. Mature believers are to relate humbly and 
patiently toward their less-mature fellow believers, going the extra mile to 
build up their faith. Above all, Christians are to live in ways that glorify God. 

Paul concluded his letter with several brief statements. In 15:14-21, he 
described the driving purpose of his gospel ministry. Then he detailed his 
future travel plans that hopefully would bring him to Rome (15:22-33). He 
then commended a sister believer named Phoebe and urged the believers to 
welcome her to Rome (16:1-2). Phoebe likely was the carrier of the epistle. 
In 16:3-16, Paul recorded greetings to various believers in Rome, some of 
whom were his dear friends and former missionary coworkers. He then 
added a warning about divisive people (16:17-18), a reminder of the Roman 
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believers’ good spiritual reputation, and a few greetings from those who were 
with Paul—including Tertius [TUHR shih uhs], who served as Paul’s scribe 
in penning the epistle (16:19-24). The letter closes with a benediction to the 
glory of God for revealing the gospel in Jesus Christ (16:25-27). 

  KEY THEMES IN ROMANS

God’s Judgment on Sin—All have sinned (Rom 3:23). Thus, both Jews and 
Gentiles are without excuse and in danger of facing God’s wrath apart from 
the gospel. 

God’s Provision of Salvation—The gospel of Jesus Christ alone is “the power 
of God for salvation to everyone who believes, first to the Jew, and also 
to the Greek” (1:16). God cannot merely overlook human sin and remain 
righteous. To satisfy His justice, God provided propitiation, or payment, 
for sin through the death of His Son, Jesus the Messiah (3:24-25). “If you 
confess with your mouth, ‘Jesus is Lord,’ and believe in your heart that God 
raised him from the dead, you will be saved. One believes with the heart, 
resulting in righteousness, and one confesses with the mouth, resulting in 
salvation” (10:9-10).

Spiritual Empowerment through Sanctification—In several bold statements, 
Paul declared that if God would save us even while we yet sinners, how much 
more would He subsequently give believers the strength to live holy lives 
(5:9-10,15,17,20-21). In Christ, believers die to an old way of life and are 
raised to live a new life of faith and holiness (6:4). 

God’s Ongoing Plan for Israel—Paul yearned deeply for the salvation of his 
Jewish brothers and sisters, descendants of Israel. He explained that the 
ancient covenant with Abraham always foreshadowed the coming of Christ 
and the inclusion of Gentiles in the gospel. Gentiles have been grafted in, but 
God has not rejected His people Israel in a final way. 

God’s Design for Right Relationships—People who by faith surrender 
themselves to Christ experience transformed lives that glorify God (12:1-2). 
The gifts of the Holy Spirit empower believers to humbly serve one another in 
the body of Christ (12:4-8). Believers also have a responsibility to live in right 
relationship with governing authorities God has placed in their lives. From 
paying taxes to obeying Christ’s commands, Christians are to demonstrate 
their trust in the Lord. Above all, we are to fulfill the highest law by loving 
one another (13:1-10).

The law of love also guides mature Christians in relating graciously and 
patiently to immature believers. Matters related to eating certain foods or 
observing certain holy days should be governed by sincere love for other 
believers (14:1–15:13). In all things, believers of every background and 
ethnicity are to glorify God (Rom. 15:9-12).
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OUTLINE OF ROMANS

I.  Introduction (1:1-17)

II.   Our Need (1:18–3:20)

III.   Justified Through Faith (3:21–5:21)

IV.   Freed Through Christ (6:1–8:39)

V.   Grace Offered to All (9:1–11:36)

VI.  Righteousness Demonstrated (12:1–15:13)

VII.  Conclusion (15:14–16:27)
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C
The transforming power of the gospel compels believers 
to share it with others.

Joseph (not his actual name) could never go home, but he had to go 
somewhere. He was born in a country that remains hostile to Christianity 
to this day. Citizens there are forbidden from owning a Bible or attending 
a Christian worship service. Nevertheless, Joseph’s parents lived secretly as 
believers. Moreover, they were determined to teach their young son about 
Jesus Christ in their home. In time, Joseph prayed and confessed Jesus as 
his Savior and Lord.

As he grew in faith, Joseph wanted to tell others about salvation in Jesus, 
yet he realized the danger to himself and his family if he talked publicly 
about the gospel. He studied the Bible only in the privacy of his home and 
shared the gospel only when he was confident that a hearer would not turn 
him in to the authorities. 

After Joseph married and started a family, he had an opportunity to move 
to the United States and continue his education. The family later became 
naturalized citizens, cherishing especially the rights they gained to openly 
talk about their Christian faith, attend church worship services without fear, 
and read the Bible freely both at home and in public. Joseph yearned for the 
day that he might return to his homeland as a Christian missionary. Sadly, 
however, that country remains hostile to Christianity and strictly forbids 
Christian missionary efforts. 

“But the word of God is not bound” (2 Tim. 2:9). One day Joseph learned that 
many of his homeland’s citizens had fled for refuge to another country—one 
to which Joseph could go and speak openly about the gospel. He was delighted 
beyond measure on the day that he and his family were commissioned as 
missionaries to evangelize among the people group of his origin.

In this session’s Bible passage, the apostle Paul confessed that he was 
under obligation to preach the gospel not only to his own people the Jews 
but also to Gentiles throughout the first-century world. For this reason, Paul 
deeply desired to preach the gospel in Rome and beyond. He was compelled 
to take the one true message of salvation to all who needed to hear it. 

Session 1 > Romans 1:1-7,13-17
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 1:1-17

Two factors defined Paul’s life and ministry: his sense of identity in Christ 
and his compelling purpose in proclaiming the gospel. After his dramatic 
conversion on the road to Damascus, Paul consistently defined himself in 
the dual roles of Christ’s servant and apostle. In the opening greetings of 
several epistles, Paul referred to himself as the servant, or slave, of Jesus 
Christ (Rom. 1:1; Phil. 1:1; Titus 1:1). Thus, his life was not his own but 
belonged to Christ. Christ was Paul’s (and every believer’s) Savior and Lord.

Accordingly, Christ’s calling on Paul’s life took precedence over everything 
else. Paul was a tentmaker by trade, but he used that skill only as it contributed 
to the fulfillment of his primary calling: proclaiming the gospel as an apostle 
of Jesus Christ. He readily acknowledged that his apostolic authority was 
based not on personal merit or achievement but solely on Christ’s gracious 
and sovereign choice. Paul lived under a divine mandate to share God’s good 
news faithfully. He spoke only the message that the Lord had given to him.

In the letter’s opening verses (1:1-7), Paul identified himself as the writer 
of the epistle and laid out the letter’s dominant theme: “the gospel of God 
… concerning his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord … through [whom] we have 
received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the 
sake of his name among all the Gentiles.” Although Paul had not planted 
the house churches in Rome, he was well acquainted with a number of the 
believers there, as evidenced by the personal greetings he mentioned at the 
end of the letter (see 16:3-15). 

In 1:8-15, Paul commended the Roman Christians’ faith, assured them that 
they were constantly in his prayers, and informed them of his longstanding 
desire—now a firm plan—to visit Rome and proclaim the gospel there. He 
longed to encourage the believers in Rome and to be encouraged by them. 
Moreoever, he looked forward to joining in the evangelistic efforts in the city, 
especially among Gentiles. 

In 1:16-17, the apostle declared the reason for his confidence in the 
gospel he preached. In the atoning death and victorious resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, God had revealed His way of salvation for all people—both 
Jews and Gentiles. Indeed, the gospel was (and is) “the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who believes” (1:16). God’s righteousness demanded 
that humanity’s sin be condemned and atoned for. Jesus Christ made that 
atonement for sin when He came to earth in human flesh, lived a sinless 
life, and offered Himself willingly on the cross for our sins. God graciously 
imputes the righteousness of Christ to everyone who believes in Him.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

THE GOSPEL DESCRIBED (Rom. 1:1-7)

Paul introduced himself as a servant, called and set apart. He also described 
the gospel as being promised by God, found in Christ, seen in the resurrection, 
and offered to all. He addressed his letter to the believers in Rome, especially 
to those Christians who were Gentiles. 

VERSE 1

Paul, a servant of Christ Jesus, called as an apostle and set apart 

for the gospel of God—

Paul began many of his epistles with a notable pattern. He did not identify 
himself by recalling his substantial Jewish heritage but rather by admitting 
that his life had been radically transformed by Jesus Christ. The Lord had laid 
hold of the heart of a zealous enemy of the gospel and changed him into its 
staunchest champion. Acutely aware of his former sinfulness and the grace 
he had received, Paul surrendered totally to Jesus. He considered himself to 
be a servant of Christ Jesus. The Greek term rendered servant refers to one 
who is owned as a slave. Christ owned Paul completely (see 1 Cor. 6:19-20).

Embracing Christ’s lordship, Paul readily accepted the calling to serve as 
Christ’s apostle. The Greek verb behind the term apostle means “to send out.” 
Thus, an apostle is one who is sent out on behalf of someone in authority. The 
term could describe a simple messenger, a steward, or an ambassador. Jesus 
used the term to designate the twelve disciples whom He sent out to preach, 
teach, and heal in His name (Matt. 10:1-4; Mark 6:7-13; Luke 6:12-16). 
Later, some of these first twelve apostles became leaders of the early church 
and writers of Scripture. Paul was not among the Twelve; nevertheless, he 
contended that Christ set him apart as an apostle, especially to the Gentiles 
(see Acts 9:15; 13:46; Rom. 11:13). As such, Paul considered himself on one 
hand to be obligated to fulfill his service to Christ and on the other hand 
empowered by the Spirit’s presence as an authorized proclaimer of the gospel.

VERSE 2

which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the 

Holy Scriptures—

While the gospel had been revealed in Christ and now was being proclaimed 
by His apostles in the first century AD, it was not a johnny-come-lately idea. 
God had promised the gospel beforehand through his prophets in the 
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Holy Scriptures. Paul was obviously referring to the Hebrew Scriptures 
(the Old Testament), in which numerous passages foreshadowed or directly 
foretold the Messiah’s coming to earth to save people from their sins. Paul 
repeated this emphasis twice more in later sections of Romans to underscore 
that Jesus fulfilled God’s prophetic promises (see 3:21; 16:26). Moreover, 
Paul peppered Old Testament quotations throughout the epistle to show that 
the gospel was God’s plan of salvation from the start (see, for example, 1:17; 
3:10-18; 4:3; 8:36; 9:25-29; 11:8-10,26-27; 12:20; 14:11; 15:9-12) 

VERSES 3-4

concerning his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, who was a descendant 

of David according to the flesh and was appointed to be the 

powerful Son of God according to the Spirit of holiness by the 

resurrection of the dead.

If the gospel was God’s plan of salvation from the beginning, God’s Son, Jesus 
Christ our Lord, was (and is) the Savior in God’s plan. In the space of five 
words Paul stated volumes of eternal truth about Jesus! The term Son speaks 
of His deity. The Savior is none other than God the Son, the second Person 
of the Trinity. The name Jesus points to His humanity; He came to earth 
in human flesh, was born of a virgin mother, and was given the name that 
means “the Lord saves.” The title Christ is the Greek form of the Hebrew word 
Messiah, meaning “anointed one.” Jesus was (and is) the promised Messiah 
whom the Father sent to save His people from their sins. The pronoun our 
speaks of the relationship Christ establishes with all who believe in Him. 
Through Him believers receive “the right to be children of God” (John 1:12). 
Finally, the term Lord points to Jesus’ sovereign reign over the church and the 
lives of His subjects. The title had a highly significant meaning for believers 
living in the city of an emperor who demanded to be called “Lord.” 

Paul further expanded his declaration of Jesus’ centrality to the gospel by 
affirming that Christ was a descendant of David according to the flesh. 
This designation was especially important for Jewish believers. They knew 
well the Hebrew Scriptures that revealed the Messiah would be born into 
King David’s royal lineage (see 2 Sam. 7:12-16; Ps. 132:11; Isa. 11:1-10). 

Having already affirmed that Jesus is God’s Son, Paul then stated that 
Jesus was appointed (“declared,” KJV; ESV) to be the powerful Son of 
God. The Greek term rendered was appointed should not be interpreted to 
mean that Jesus at one time was not the Son of God but later was awarded that 
designation. Instead, Paul was emphasizing two great realities that served to 
confirm His eternal deity. One such reality was the Spirit of holiness that 
permeated Jesus’ life in the flesh. Some readers might see this phrase as 
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a reference to the Holy Spirit. Indeed, the Holy Spirit testifies about Christ 
(John 15:26). Other Bible scholars believe this term refers to the holiness of 
Jesus’ spirit. In either view, Paul’s emphasis was on the uniquely consistent 
holiness Jesus demonstrated from His humble birth to His death on the cross. 

The second reality that confirmed Jesus’ eternal deity was His 
resurrection. Jesus’ resurrection demonstrated His divine nature as 
nothing else could. It was (and is) undeniable evidence of His power over life 
and death. Indeed, His resurrection makes possible the glorious hope of the 
believer’s resurrection to eternal life (see John 11:25; 1 Cor. 15:12-13,20-23). 
When the apostles preached the gospel, the reality of the resurrection lent 
power to their proclamation about Christ (Acts 4:33). 

VERSE 5

Through him we have received grace and apostleship to bring 

about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name among all 

the Gentiles, 

Paul acknowledged that his apostolic ministry was not the result of either 
personal merit or effort. He received grace and apostleship as undeserved 
gifts from Jesus Christ. The Lord did not leave Paul under judgment related 
to his former persecution of Christ’s followers. Instead, Christ saved Paul by 
graciously forgiving him of his sins and giving him a new life. That new life 
included a divine call to service. Christ gave Paul a new purpose—a new life 
mission: to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name 
among all the Gentiles.

While Paul’s evangelistic strategy in new places often took him first to 
synagogues and Jewish audiences, he focused more on Gentile audiences 
as his ministry expanded into the distant cities of the Roman Empire (see 
Acts 18:5-6; Eph. 3:8). Jesus sent Paul to declare His name to the nations 
and empowered the apostle to fulfill this mission. Paul repeated this theme 
in Romans 15:16 when he spoke of being “a minister of Christ Jesus to 
the Gentiles … that [they] may be an acceptable offering, sanctified by the 
Holy Spirit.” 

Paul understood the goal of his apostleship to be the obedience of faith. This 
represented a radical transformation from his background as a Pharisee, 
in which he taught that salvation required obedience to the Mosaic law. 
The salvation Paul proclaimed in the gospel came not in impossible self-
righteousness (keeping the law perfectly) but through faith in Jesus Christ, 
who alone fulfilled the law perfectly and answered its demand for a sin offering 
once and for all (see 2 Cor. 5:20-21; Heb. 10:8-15). In the gospel, obedience is 
a result of God’s grace, not a means of earning it.  
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VERSE 6

including you who are also called by Jesus Christ. 

Beneficiaries of the gospel included the Roman believers who had been called 
by Jesus Christ (“called to belong to Jesus Christ,” ESV; NIV). This phrase 
emphasizes that Christ takes the initiative both in salvation and in Christian 
service. That is, He graciously calls sinners—whether Jews or Gentiles—to 
“the obedience of faith” in Him. Moreover, He takes the initiative in calling 
believers into Christian service, including the mission of proclaiming the 
gospel to all the nations. Thus, the goal of Paul’s apostleship was to declare 
the gospel for the sake of Christ’s name among the Gentiles, including the 
people of Rome whom Christ called to salvation and service.

VERSE 7

To all who are in Rome, loved by God, called as saints. Grace to 

you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.

As part of the epistle’s opening salutation, Paul identified the recipients of 
the letter and expressed a blessing on them. He described the recipients 
with three brief phrases. First, Paul acknowledged the recipients’ location: to 
all who are in Rome. With the word all, he did not have in mind the city’s 
entire citizenry but rather all of the believers comprising the multiple house 
churches in Rome. He wanted all of these congregations to hear his epistle. 

Second, Paul described the recipients as being loved by God. Rome’s 
population in the first century may have numbered close to a half-million 
people. The vast majority of citizens worshiped at pagan temples dedicated to 
Greco-Roman deities or to the cult of the emperor. Christian house-churches 
were relatively small; believers were often looked down on and sometimes 
were openly persecuted. Paul wanted to remind the Roman believers of 
God’s all-encompassing love. 

Third, Paul described the letter’s recipients as being called as saints. The 
Greek word rendered saints literally means “holy ones.” It can also be rendered 
“set-apart ones.” Believers are not holy by nature. Rather, Christ gives us His 
holiness when we unite with Him in faith. As believers, we are set apart as 
God’s redeemed people in Christ. He then calls us to live as His holy ones, 
His saints. We can do this only by the power of the Holy Spirit living in us. 

Paul then expressed a blessing of grace … and peace on the believers 
in Rome. While these were familiar terms of salutation in first-century 
Greek correspondence, they had much deeper meaning in the context of 
Paul’s writings to churches and believers. Truly transforming grace and peace 

comes to believers as loving gifts from God [the] Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. God’s grace is saving grace; His peace is eternal peace. 
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In many ways, the culture we live in today is not unlike the predominantly 
pagan culture of ancient Rome. As believers, we too can be encouraged 
through Paul’s challenge to live holy lives by embracing the grace and peace 
that come as blessings from Christ our Savior and Lord. 

THE GOSPEL DEBT (Rom. 1:13-15)

Paul expressed his strong desire to proclaim the gospel in Rome (see 1:8-12). 
As the apostle to the Gentiles, Paul felt obligated to take the message of 
Christ to places where Gentiles were predominant.

VERSE 13

Now I don’t want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that 

I often planned to come to you (but was prevented until now) in 

order that I might have a fruitful ministry among you, just as 

I have had among the rest of the Gentiles. 

As an evangelist and church planter, Paul knew well that his ministry plans 
could change quickly and often. Nevertheless, preaching in Rome had been 
on the apostle’s to-do list for some time. Probably the believers in Rome whom 
Paul knew personally also had been strongly encouraging him to visit the 
capital city. He assured them that he had often planned (“purposed,” KJV; 
“intended,” ESV) to come but until the time of writing had been prevented 
(“was let hitherto,” KJV) from doing so. Paul did not specify what had altered 
his plans. Sometimes the Holy Spirit changed his plans (see Acts 16:6-10). At 
other times, Paul’s schedule no doubt was impacted by unexpected events 
such as falling ill, being imprisoned, or tending to a church in crisis. 

Paul anticipated that he would have a fruitful ministry in Rome not only 
among Jewish Christians but also—and perhaps especially—among Gentile 
believers. After all, he had been effective in evangelizing and teaching the 
rest of the Gentiles in other cities dominated by Greco-Roman culture 
(Corinth and Ephesus, for example). Paul was confident the Holy Spirit would 
use him effectively among the Gentiles in Rome as well. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Messiah” on pages 1087–1092 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Scan the chart of 

messianic prophecies. Note those with a New Testament fulfillment in 

Romans. How does the fulfillment of prophecy support the gospel?
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VERSE 14

I am obligated both to Greeks and barbarians, both to the wise 

and the foolish. 

Here Paul expressed his sense of calling in terms of stewardship (see also 
1 Cor. 4:1-2). He was obligated (“I am debtor,” KJV), especially to the Gentiles. 
What did he owe them? He owed them the good news of Jesus Christ! The 
gospel was intended for all nations, not just for the Jews. The message of 
salvation by grace through faith in Jesus came to the Jews first, but it never 
was meant to stop there. The Holy Spirit propelled the early church to take 
the gospel to all people groups everywhere (Acts 10:34-35,44-45; 13:2-3). 
Thus, Paul asked later in Romans: “How can they believe without hearing 
about [Jesus]? And how can they hear without a preacher? And how can 
they preach unless they are sent?” (Rom. 10:14b-15a). Out of deep gratitude 
for his own salvation by grace, Paul readily accepted the obligation to fulfill 
Christ’s commission among the Gentiles.

The two phrases Greeks and barbarians and the wise and the foolish 
emphasize that Paul placed no artificial limits on the groups he pursued with 
the gospel. The term Greeks could refer simply to those in Paul’s day who had 
embraced Greek language and culture. On the other end of the spectrum 
were the many tribal groups who identified with neither Greek nor Jewish 
language and culture. They too deserved an opportunity to hear the gospel 
message. Similarly, the term the wise may have referred to educated types 
such as the philosophers in Athens to whom Paul preached (see Acts 17:22-
32). The contrasting term the foolish likely referred to the masses of people 
who were unschooled in the ways of God taught in the Hebrew Scriptures. 
Paul realized that when it came to humanity’s universal need of the gospel, 
“there is not Greek and Jew, circumcision and uncircumcision, barbarian, 
Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all” (Col. 3:11).

VERSE 15

So I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. 

Paul’s deep sense of debt to Christ and obligation toward all who needed 
to hear the gospel made him eager to preach the gospel … in Rome. 
Paul understood the importance of having a strong, growing Christian 
community in the heart of the Roman world. The Greek word translated eager 
refers to having a predisposition toward something. It can thus mean “to be 
willing or ready.” The apostle could not yet journey to Rome; he needed to 
fulfill another obligation to carry a relief offering to Jerusalem for suffering 
believers (Rom. 15:25-26). However, Paul assured the Christians in Rome 
that he was ready and determined to get there soon. 
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What sense of obligation do we as believers today feel toward those in 
the world who have yet to hear about Christ? Paul’s example in these verses 
should motivate us to do all we can in praying, giving, going, and proclaiming 
the gospel to all people groups. May we have the same eagerness Paul had!

THE GOSPEL DECLARED (Rom. 1:16-17)

Paul declared that he was not ashamed to declare that God’s righteousness 
was found through faith in Christ alone. He pointed out that God offers 
salvation to all people, starting with the Jewish people. 

VERSE 16

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God 

for salvation to everyone who believes, first to the Jew, and also 

to the Greek. 

The word for signals the reason Paul was eager to visit Rome and preach the 
gospel there: he was not ashamed of the gospel. In 1 Corinthians 1:23, 
Paul acknowledged that the gospel message of Christ’s being crucified for 
our sins was typically “a stumbling block to the Jews and foolishness to the 
Gentiles.” Indeed, Paul (and other believers) sometimes faced hostility and 
persecution because of their Christian testimony. Such opposition caused 
some believers to cower in fear or hide their faith to avoid mistreatment. Paul 
was more than willing to bear any scars of persecution that might come with 
proclaiming the gospel (see Gal. 6:17).

Paul then wove the reasons he was confident—and never ashamed—of 
the gospel into a single powerful sentence. First, the gospel displays the 
power of God for salvation. Having created human beings with the ability 
to choose either obedience or sin, could He save them after they chose sin? 
The gospel says yes—by the cost of Jesus’ death on the cross. Second, the 
gospel is available to everyone who believes. Salvation is where God’s 
power to forgive and restore meets the sinner’s humble repentance and faith. 
Third, the gospel of grace through faith came first to the Jew, and also 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read Galatians 3:26-28 and Colossians 3:11. How do these passages, 

alongside Romans 1:14-15, emphasize the worldwide aim of the gospel? 

In what ways does your church engage in efforts to reach all types of 

people near and far with the gospel?
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to the Greek. In His commission to the disciples prior to His ascension, 
Jesus promised they would be His witnesses in Jerusalem and Judea before 
going to Samaria and the rest of the world (Acts 1:8). Later in Romans, Paul 
pointed out that both blessing and judgment came to the Jews first and then 
to the Gentiles (Rom. 2:9-10).

The phrase everyone who believes is both inclusive and exclusive—inclusive 
in that the gospel is for everyone regardless of ethnicity, gender, or social 
status. On the other hand, the phrase does not state that every person will 
be saved. Salvation is exclusive to those who believe in Jesus Christ as Savior. 
To believe in Jesus means to turn from sin to trust completely in Him. 

VERSE 17

For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith, 

just as it is written: The righteous will live by faith. 

The pronoun it in verses 16-17 points to the gospel. The gospel reveals the 
righteousness of God. Paul further spelled out this truth in Romans 3:25-
26 when he wrote, “God presented [Jesus] as an atoning sacrifice in his blood, 
received through faith, to demonstrate his righteousness, … so that he would 
be righteous and declare righteous the one who has faith in Jesus.” In other 
words, the gospel shows that God satisfied His righteous demand for sin 
to be paid for (atoned) when Jesus gave Himself on the cross for our sins. 
When sinners then believe in Jesus, God declares them no longer guilty but 
righteous in Christ. What grace the gospel reveals! 

The phrase from faith to faith simply means that God imputes His 
righteousness to sinners completely through faith. The Lord requires faith to 
know Him and please Him (Heb. 11:6). By faith, we trust in Jesus and receive 
Him as Savior (John 1:12; Rom. 3:22). 

The closing words of verse 17—the righteous will live by faith—are a 
quotation from Habakkuk 2:4. Paul drew on an Old Testament prophet to 
underscore the importance not only of being saved by faith but also of living 
by faith. As believers, we cannot claim to be right with God through our 
good works or personal merit. Our daily lives as believers should reflect His 
righteousness, holiness, and purity.

EXPLORE FURTHER

What is your understanding of God’s righteousness? How do you 

respond to the gospel truth that in Christ we as believers receive God’s 

righteousness by faith?

© 2019 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



20 E        B  E        B  

G
Ignoring God leads to destruction. 

I was surprised to see Bob walking hesitantly down the courtroom corridor. 
He seemed agitated as he checked the room numbers, an emotion that shifted 
to embarrassment when he saw me. I had just emerged from the courtroom 
that appeared to be his destination. A family whose son was being sentenced 
for a serious crime had asked me to sit with them during the proceedings. 
The last person I expected to see in the courtroom was Bob. I never knew 
a more honest or humble man.

Bob explained his dilemma. A handyman, he had gone into a hardware 
store to buy some lengths of pipe and a few fittings. Trying to handle the 
pipe, he had put the fittings into his pocket until he got to the checkout stand. 
Unfortunately, a distraction caused him to forget about the small items until 
he was going out the door. A security guard stopped him, having noticed Bob 
put the fittings into his pocket. Bob was arrested for shoplifting and had to 
appear in court. He had no lawyer and no idea about what to do.

I agreed to accompany Bob into his hearing and took an opportunity 
to explain his story to the prosecutor prior to the hearing. Although the 
prosecutor was unwilling to drop the charge, Bob was allowed to plead no 
contest and pay a minor court fee. Bob had not intended to take the fittings 
without paying; nonetheless, he was found guilty and paid a price.

Here then were two men: one was young; one was old. One intentionally 
committed a felony; the other unintentionally shoplifted. Yet both were 
declared guilty of breaking the law, and both faced consequences for their 
actions. This is the way law and justice works.

Paul understood issues like guilt, atonement, propitiation, and justification. 
More than theological terms, these words describe the truth of how God 
deals with sinful humanity. This session’s Bible passage focuses primarily 
on the first word—guilt. God set forth His righteous standards in such ways 
that no one can offer excuses for sin. Whether by sins of commission (doing 
wrong) or omission (failing to do right), we all fall short of God’s standard—
the law. Were it not for God’s mercy in providing the way of salvation, we 
would face the eternal consequences of His judgment.

Session 2 > Romans 1:18-28,32
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 1:18–2:16

Humility and spiritual earnestness characterize the salutation and opening 
paragraphs of Paul’s Letter to the Romans (1:1-15). As the apostle to the 
Gentiles, Paul was eager to preach the gospel in Rome and had planned 
for a long time to visit the city and minister to the believers there. He had 
heard good reports about their enduring faith and prayed for them regularly. 
Moreover, Paul anticipated that the believers in Rome would provide great 
spiritual encouragement to him as well. 

Paul laid a foundation in 1:16-17 for his detailed exposition of the gospel 
to follow. The gospel was not an abstract theological idea for Paul; it was 
personal. It transformed him, and he was not ashamed to say so. The gospel 
revealed God’s power to save everyone who believes in Christ—whether 
Jews or Gentiles. We can never achieve righteousness on our own as hard as 
we might try, but we can (and must) receive it as a gift by faith. 

In 1:18–2:16, Paul focused on the Gentiles’ need of the gospel. (The 
Jews’ need of the gospel follows in 2:17–3:26.) He began by declaring that 
the Gentile world was rightfully under the judgment of God’s wrath (1:18). 
While Gentile people groups did not have access to the Hebrew Scriptures 
as a revelation of God’s truth, they nevertheless had plentiful evidence in 
the created order around them to discern God’s “eternal power and divine 
nature” (1:20). Instead, however, Gentiles suppressed the truth about the one 
Creator and made idol-gods for themselves resembling all sorts of creatures. 

The Gentiles became so spiritually blinded by their idolatry that God 
“delivered them over” to its inevitable consequences. The worshipers took 
on the sinful characteristics embodied in the idols they worshiped. People 
embraced sexual impurity in all its forms, including the practice of homosexual 
behavior by both women and men (1:24-27). Further, God gave the Gentiles 
over to “a corrupt mind so that they do what is not right” (1:28). Their moral 
compass was upended so that they not only behaved in all kinds of sinful, 
destructive ways but also applauded others who practiced evil (1:29-32).  

Paul essentially declared that Gentiles need the gospel because they are 
enslaved to sin and are without excuse before God. God’s holy nature will not 
allow Him to ignore sin. God’s righteous standards apply to the Gentiles even 
though they do not have the written Scriptures. God pronounces blessings 
on people who trust and obey Him. At the same time He imposes judgment 
on persons who refuse His offer of pardon and continue in their spiritual 
rebellion. The basis for God’s judgment as well as God’s forgiveness is the 
same for all: the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

REVEALED IN NATURE (Rom. 1:18-20)

Paul pointed to God’s self-revelation in His creation as the reason all people 
are without excuse for their sin. Sadly, most human beings suppress the 
truth of God rather than accepting it and acting on it. 

VERSE 18

For God’s wrath is revealed from heaven against all godlessness 

and unrighteousness of people who by their unrighteousness 

suppress the truth,

Many people do not like to talk about God’s wrath. They prefer to emphasize 
God’s love, which of course is a true attribute of God’s eternal nature. 
God’s wrath is His response to human sin arising from the attribute of His 
righteousness. God is eternally righteous, or just. Therefore, He stands in 
absolute opposition to actions and attitudes that violate His perfect standard 
of holiness. His wrath takes the form of both temporal and eternal judgments 
against human sinfulness. Yet, God’s purpose even in His wrath is to restore 
His creation to the perfection He intended from the start.

To say that God’s wrath is revealed from heaven implies two key truths. 
First, God must reveal the nature and purpose of His wrath if we are to 
understand it. God’s wrath is neither selfish nor sinful, but we would never 
grasp this truth if the Holy Spirit did not reveal it to us (see 1 Cor. 2:12-14). 
Second, the phrase revealed from heaven implies that God actively interfaces 
with His creation to bring about His righteous purposes. Even at their best, 
human systems of justice fall far short of God’s justice. The promise of 
Scripture, however, is that God will hold accountable all unjust human rulers 
and systems. In the end, God’s justice will prevail over His creation.

Paul continued by declaring that God’s wrath targets all godlessness 
(“ungodliness,” KJV; ESV) and unrighteousness of people. The Greek term 
rendered godlessness refers to practical atheism—living in utter disregard of 
God. People driven by godlessness might not say there is no God, but their 
lifestyles leave no doubt they do not believe God matters or must be answered 
to. They are anti-God. The term unrighteousness refers to a rejection of the moral 
and ethical standards (commands) that God revealed to His people in the law. 
Paul’s careful wording here underscores that God reveals His wrath against 
godless and unrighteous behavior in all … people, not just in pagan Gentiles.

One terrible effect of ungodly behavior is that it suppresses the truth about 
God and about human life. The Greek word rendered suppress (“hold,” KJV) 
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can also mean “hold back,” “restrain,” “hinder,” or “keep from possession 
of.” Those whose lives are characterized by godlessness and unrighteousness 
not only hurt themselves but also damage others—children, neighbors, 
coworkers, friends—who might follow their sinful example.

VERSE 19 

since what can be known about God is evident among them, 

because God has shown it to them. 

Paul explained that all people are surrounded by enough evidence to know the 
basics of what is and isn’t true about God. Whether people live in hectic cities, 
laid-back countrysides, or primitive jungles and outbacks, God has shown 
… them that He exists and is the One to whom they owe their existence. 
The phrase what can be known does not mean every person understands all 
aspects of God’s infinite nature or truth. Paul focused on the basic truths about 
God that are self-evident and thus make all people accountable before Him. 

VERSE 20

For his invisible attributes, that is, his eternal power and divine 

nature, have been clearly seen since the creation of the world, 

being understood through what he has made. As a result, people 

are without excuse.

Before the people of Israel left Mount Sinai for the promised land, Moses 
pleaded with God to show His glory to the reluctant leader. The Lord promised 
to cause His attribute of goodness and His covenant name to pass before 
Moses but then added, “You cannot see my face, for humans cannot see me and 
live” (Ex. 33:20). More than fourteen centuries later, Jesus told a Samaritan 
woman at Jacob’s well in Sychar, “God is spirit, and those who worship him 
must worship in Spirit and in truth” (John 4:24). How, then, could Paul assert 
that God has shown all people sufficient evidence of Himself?

Paul’s answer was that all people can see God’s invisible attributes 
(“invisible qualities,” NIV) … through what he has made. Anyone who 
takes the time to ponder a star-filled sky and majestic mountains, the rich 
diversity of life and the birth of a single child, or the miracle of language and 
the arrow of time cannot easily conclude it all happened by chance. Instead, 
we are compelled to see a Creator whose eternal power and divine nature 
are clearly seen in the masterpiece He created. Only someone bigger, wiser, 
and stronger than the universe could have brought it into being—only God. 

Paul’s line of argument in 1:18-20 drove toward a sobering conclusion: 
people are without excuse. No one can claim exemption from God’s 
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accountability due to ignorance. Because God reveals Himself in His creation, 
every person stands accountable before Him.

REPLACED BY NONSENSE (Rom. 1:21-23)

The darkening of the human mind took place as a result of rejecting God. 
Humans made idols to take the place of the eternal God. 

VERSE 21

For though they knew God, they did not glorify him as God or 

show gratitude. Instead, their thinking became worthless, and 

their senseless hearts were darkened.

Whenever people reject God’s truth, they inevitably turn to false beliefs to 
justify their behavior. Because of God’s self-revelation, human beings knew 
God but chose not to acknowledge Him. The root of the Greek word rendered 
knew refers to knowledge gained from personal experience. In this context, 
however, it does not imply the saving knowledge that comes through 
a faith-relationship with Christ. It refers rather to the personal experience 
of God’s creation. 

Human beings knew God from the start (Gen. 3:8). After the fall into sin, 
however, humans turned inward and became self-centered. They reacted in 
two ways that sealed their condemnation under God’s wrath. First, they did 
not glorify (“honor,” ESV) their Creator as God. They hid from Him, ignored 
His existence, and rejected His rightful claim on their lives. Second, they did 
not show gratitude to God. This was a logical consequence of refusing to 
honor God or recognize His existence. Genuine worship of God and heartfelt 
gratitude go hand in hand. Failure to honor God results in self-reliance and, 
eventually, self-worship.

Sin always results in a downward spiral of self-destruction. Apart from 
a right relationship with God, human beings’ thinking became worthless 
(“vain … imaginations,” KJV; “futile … thinking,” ESV), and their senseless 
(“foolish,” KJV; ESV; NIV) hearts were darkened. God had created human 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Wrath, Wrath of God” on pages 1672–1673 in the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How is God’s 

wrath like and unlike human anger? How can a proper understanding of 

God’s wrath motivate people to repent of sin and seek God’s forgiveness?
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beings with the wonderful gift of reasoning, but in sin they turned the gift 
on its head. They could no longer comprehend the things of God but thought 
of spiritual matters as foolishness (see 1 Cor. 2:12-14). 

In biblical thought, the heart was considered to be the center of both 
emotions and will. Passion and decision-making arose in the heart. Apart 
from a right relationship with God, sinful human beings thus grew ever 
more dark (evil) in their desires and their decisions. Without God’s spiritual 
light, they worshiped whatever they wanted to worship. 

VERSES 22-23

Claiming to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory 

of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man, birds, 

four-footed animals, and reptiles.

Proverbs 16:25 says, “There is a way that seems right to a person, but its 
end is the way to death.” In their sinful spiritual condition, human beings 
became vain in their reasoning and dark in their decision-making. They 
claimed to be wise, to know what was right and good for themselves. In 
reality, however, they became fools. The biblical idea of foolishness refers 
not merely to intellectual silliness but to moral and spiritual depravity.

The extent of sinful humanity’s descent into corruption and foolishness 
could be seen in the things they chose to worship in place of the immortal 
(“uncorruptible,” KJV) God. In the creation, God had revealed His glory—
that is, His weighty and majestic presence—for all to see. Sinful people did 
not want to honor God and submit themselves to His rule, so they denied 
the Creator’s existence and worshiped instead images resembling mortal 
(“corruptible,” KJV) man, birds, four-footed animals, and reptiles. 

How senseless and perverted it is to worship created things—including 
other human beings—rather than the One who created everything! But 
that is where sin leads. While many people today might not think of bowing 
down to physical idols, they nevertheless practice idolatry when they deny 
the existence of the one true and living God and put self or any other thing 
(wealth, power, fame, and so forth) on the throne of their hearts.

EXPLORE FURTHER

What are ways that people today practice idolatry? Why do you think 

we are so prone to put more trust in created things than in the God who 

created us? What helps you avoid idolatry as a believer?
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DELIVERED OVER (Rom. 1:24-28)

Paul characterized sinful humanity as being delivered over by God to their 
self-centered idolatry, leading to the degradation of human relationships.

VERSE 24

Therefore God delivered them over in the desires of their 

hearts to sexual impurity, so that their bodies were 

degraded among themselves. 

The words God delivered them over appear three times in verses 24-28, 
showing their importance. The phrase emphasizes that God’s eternal 
sovereignty is not diminished one bit by humanity’s rebellious, self-centered 
power play. Human beings may deny God’s existence or live as though He 
doesn’t matter, but they only hurt themselves in the process. God remains in 
ultimate control of His creation, and that includes deciding the consequences 
of human sinfulness. God is our Judge, and we are accountable to Him.

First, God allowed sinful human beings to experience the bondage of 
corrupted natural desires, particularly sexual desire. God gave humans the 
gift of sexual desire so that in the context of marriage a husband and wife 
could fulfill the divine mandate to “be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth, and 
subdue it” (Gen. 1:28). When people reject God and instead idolize their 
human nature, sexual desire quickly devolves into base sexual impurity 
(“uncleanness,” KJV). Enslaved to their desires, people readily degrade their 
bodies … among themselves. The Greek word translated degraded can 
also mean “dishonored.” It refers to mistreating, abusing, and debasing one’s 
physical body. 

VERSE 25

They exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and 

served what has been created instead of the Creator, who is 

praised forever. Amen.

In Romans 1:23, Paul described sinful humanity as exchanging God’s 
majestic spiritual presence for lifeless idols that resembled His creatures. In 
verse 25, he described humanity’s exchanging the truth of God for a lie. 
God graciously revealed His truth in the beginning. In the law, He gave the 
people of Israel the do’s and don’ts of holy living. But when sin corrupts the 
mind and darkens the human heart, we will fall for any false teaching that 
Satan puts in front of us. 

God alone is worthy of being praised forever. He alone deserves our 
worship. Sin results in our giving honor instead to what has been created.
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VERSES 26-27

For this reason God delivered them over to disgraceful passions. 

Their women exchanged natural sexual relations for unnatural 

ones. The men in the same way also left natural relations with 

women and were inflamed in their lust for one another. Men 

committed shameless acts with men and received in their own 

persons the appropriate penalty of their error.

The phrase for this reason suggests that verse 26 reveals God’s response to 
the sin described in the previous verse. In other words, because sinful people 
preferred to believe Satan’s lies rather than live by God’s revealed truth, 
God delivered them over to disgraceful passions (“vile affections,” KJV; 
“shameful lusts,” NIV). God designed human sexual desire for the marriage 
covenant between a husband and wife. Satan’s lie was (and is) that sexual 
desire was made for whatever shameful practices people want to engage in. 
Paul included same-sex behavior by both women (1:26) and men (1:27) in this 
condemnation. In the first century AD, cities such as Corinth (where Paul was 
located while writing) and Rome (where Paul intended to visit and preach) 
had “normalized” homosexual activity. The apostle reminded the believers in 
Rome that such sexual activity was not merely unnatural and shameless but 
also was utterly disgraceful in God’s eyes. 

The phrase received in their own persons (“in themselves,” KJV; ESV; 
NIV) the appropriate penalty of their error indicates that immoral sexual 
conduct (of all kinds) is never just a harmless pleasure but carries severe moral, 
emotional, and even physical consequences. People can be scarred for life 
emotionally or can contract sexually transmitted diseases. As with all sinful 
behavior, however, the most severe consequence is that unrepentant people 
will die in their sins and be forever separated from the God who created them 
and sent Jesus Christ to provide the way of salvation (see Rom. 6:23).

VERSE 28

And because they did not think it worthwhile to acknowledge 

God, God delivered them over to a corrupt mind so that they do 

what is not right. 

This verse contains the third instance of the words God delivered them 
over in verses 24-28. Paul reminded the recipients of his letter that sin 
corrupts the human mind to the extent that people—the only created beings 
fashioned in His image—would not think it worthwhile to acknowledge 
God, much less be grateful to Him and obey His commands. Our sin nature 
begets sinful actions; we inevitably do what is not right. 
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In verses 29-31, Paul listed a host of sinful attitudes and action that 
exemplify the sin-corrupted mind, including greed, envy, murder, lying, 
malicious gossiping, disobeying parents, and being unfaithful to spouses. In 
other words, rejecting God leads to the senseless devaluing of all life—the 
lives of others as well as one’s own life. Sin leads in only one direction: death! 

DESERVING DEATH (Rom. 1:32)

People who reject God not only practice evil but also encourage others to do 
the same. They do this despite knowing the divine consequences of their sin. 

VERSE 32

Although they know God’s just sentence—that those who practice 

such things deserve to die—they not only do them, but even 

applaud others who practice them.

Reasonable people might be expected to repent of their sinful ways if they 
truly believed that “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23a). God repeated this 
sober truth to humanity throughout history, revealing it in the law of Moses 
(see Gen. 2:17; Ex. 19:21), through the Israelite prophets (see Ezek. 18:20), 
and in the wisdom books of Scripture (see Prov. 5:21-23). Paul emphasized 
that the insanity of sin’s bondage is such that people who know God’s just 
sentence against human sin practice such things anyway! 

Making matters worse, the unrepentant not only commit sins themselves 
but also applaud (“have pleasure in,” KJV; “give approval to,” ESV; “approve 
of,” NIV) others who practice sinful behavior. Sin enjoys company. But 
God’s warning against sin’s consequence remains as true today as it was in 
the beginning. Each person stands guilty before God’s judgment. Thankfully, 
Jesus paid the penalty of sin for all sinners. Our response involves repenting 
of our sin (Acts 3:19), believing in Jesus (Acts 16:31), and receiving Him 
as Lord and Savior (John 1:12). These are three aspects of a singular faith. 
Through Christ we can face judgment with humble confidence as forgiven 
children of God.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read Genesis 2:17, 2 Chronicles 25:4, John 8:24, and Hebrews 9:26-28. 

How do each of these passages—alongside Romans 1:32—reveal the 

seriousness of sin? What is your response to Jesus’ sacrificial death to 

provide forgiveness for our sins?
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I
Since no one can keep the law perfectly, everyone needs a Savior.

“At nine, you’re fine; at ten, you’re mine.” This saying might bring a wry smile to 
any driver who thinks highway speed limit signs are merely recommendations 
rather than laws. The saying refers to a common expectation that police 
officers will not stop and ticket drivers for speeding unless they are clocked 
at least ten miles per hour over the posted limit. 

Technically, driving one mile per hour over the posted limit amounts 
to breaking the law and is thus sufficient to condemn the offender as 
a lawbreaker. Even if a police officer witnesses the offense yet chooses to give 
the driver a break, the law itself has already declared the offender guilty. We 
might argue that the offense was not that serious or that the law was too 
burdensome in the first place for good drivers such as ourselves. But those 
arguments are irrelevant. The speed limit was established for the safety and 
well-being of all; ignoring the law to any degree jeopardizes this well-being.

Sadly, our attitude regarding traffic laws too often depicts the same attitude 
we have about God’s law found in the Scriptures. We condemn lying until we 
feel the need to tell a so-called “harmless white lie.” We condemn stealing but 
think it’s OK to take company office supplies home or fudge the numbers on 
our tax returns. We condemn murder but have no qualms about spreading 
malicious gossip about another individual. In these and many other ways we 
try to apply the same leeway to moral law that we do to traffic laws. Tragically, 
this is a grave misunderstanding of a life-and-death matter!

God’s holy law of life does not contain some rules that are optional and 
others that are rigid. The same Ten Commandments that forbid murder also 
forbid coveting. To be sure, murder is a heinous sin (and crime). Yet coveting 
just as surely destroys our right relationship with God and others. If I do not 
murder but practice coveting, I am as guilty of being a lawbreaker and sinner 
as the one who commits murder but never covets.

God’s standard for His people is nothing less than perfect holiness, because 
He is perfect and holy. The fact that humans beings cannot and do not keep 
God’s law perfectly means one thing: everyone needs a Savior. The gospel Paul 
preached declares that God Himself provided the Savior we need. 

Session 3 > Romans 2:17-29
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 2:17–3:20

The church (or perhaps multiple house-churches) in Rome was comprised 
of believers from both Jewish and Gentile backgrounds. After introducing 
himself and his intention to preach the gospel in Rome someday soon (1:1-
15), Paul explained the reason Gentiles needed to hear and believe the gospel. 
Gentiles were under God’s judgment for suppressing the truth about God—
even the truth revealed in the creation—and turning to idolatry, resulting in 
senseless, disgraceful, destructive behavior. Apart from the gospel, Gentiles 
faced the full wrath of God on the day of judgment (1:16–2:16). 

In 2:17–3:20, Paul addressed the reason that the Jews needed to hear and 
believe the gospel. The Jews as a people had the distinct advantage of having 
God’s revealed law in the Scriptures. However, to have the law yet constantly 
break it through disobedience placed the Jews under God’s judgment just 
as surely as the Gentiles’ idolatry did. Paul stated that, in fact, “both Jews 
and Gentiles are all under sin” (3:9). No one could claim to be right with 
God based on ethnicity or national heritage. Further, no people could claim 
to be right with God based on their rituals and lifestyles (works of the law), 
because every person, whether Jew or Gentile, had broken God’s law in many 
ways at many times (3:10-18). Having the law showed the Jews how sinful 
they were and, thus, how desperately they also needed the gospel.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

HYPOCRISY REVEALED (Rom. 2:17-24)

Paul used several rhetorical questions to expose the hypocrisy of Jews who 
felt spiritually superior to Gentiles yet did not (and could not) live up to the 
law’s demands. By doing so, Paul laid the groundwork for concluding that 
Jews needed the gospel just as surely as Gentiles did. 

VERSES 17-18

Now if you call yourself a Jew, and rely on the law, and boast 

in God, and know his will, and approve the things that are 

superior, being instructed from the law,

In these verses, Paul focused on the hypocrisy of Jews in rejecting Jesus 
Christ as well as the residual struggle among some Jewish believers in 
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wholeheartedly accepting Gentile believers. Given his personal history as 
a Christian leader with a Jewish heritage and a ministry among Gentiles, 
Paul had a unique perspective on this issue. 

Understanding the little words can make a lot of difference when 
interpreting Scripture—little words such as the conditional particle if and 
the personal pronoun you in verse 17. Here the term if suggests a condition, 
or status, that is presumed to be true. The entire litany of claims appearing 
in verses 17-20 is governed by this one if. In other words, these are claims 
that Jews—and Jewish believers in many cases—presumed to be true about 
themselves. Paul used the pronoun you—singular, not plural—as a literary 
device to address not one specific Jewish individual but rather an entire 
group. The people he addressed in this section presumably were the Jewish 
believers among the house churches in Rome. At issue was these believers’ 
continuing struggle with the temptation to act spiritually superior to Gentile 
believers based on their Jewish religious heritage.

A Jewish Christian himself, Paul had firsthand knowledge regarding the 
religious boasts that Jews often made, starting with their pride in bearing 
the name Jew. This is a shortened form of the name “Judah,” which in 
the sixth and fifth centuries BC became the designation of the restored 
promised land (see Ezra 1:2-3; Neh. 1:2; 11:3). By the first century AD, Jews 
in Rome (and other places) sometimes faced persecution just as Christians 
did. Nevertheless, the Jews were typically proud of their religious identity. 

Paul knew also that Jews took pride in having the law. The law was the 
centerpiece of their (old) covenant relationship with the Lord. It gave the 
Jews a sense of spiritual advantage over Gentile people groups. They could 
boast about being the one true God’s chosen people and of knowing His will 
while others had no such position or revelation. Further, the Jews could claim 
that because of the Scriptures (the law), their approval of the things that 
are superior (“what is excellent,” ESV) was far greater than even the best 
Gentile code of conduct. In other words, the Jewish believers in the Roman 
church were tempted to embrace a claim of superiority over their Gentile 
brothers and sisters in the church.

VERSE 19

and if you are convinced that you are a guide for the blind, a light 

to those in darkness,

Paul continued his litany of Jewish claims. The Greek word for if does not 
appear in this verse in the Greek text. Many modern English Bible translations 
repeat the term, however, for clarity and emphasis. As stated previously, the 
“if” appearing in verse 17 connects to all of the claims listed in verses 17-20.
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Many Jews in Paul’s day self-righteously thought of themselves as 
a guide for the blind and a light to those in darkness. These two claims 
demonstrate the use of parallelism, a literary device in which an idea 
is repeated in slightly different terms to emphasize the same meaning. 
Evidently, some Jewish believers in Rome continued to think of themselves 
as spiritually superior to Gentile Christians, whom they still regarded as 
blind to the truth about God, His law, and perhaps even about the lordship 
of Christ. 

Scripture sometimes uses the idea of darkness to describe the state of 
unbelief, or spiritual lostness (see Isa. 9:2; Matt. 6:23). Paul’s use of the 
imagery may indicate that some of the Jewish believers in Rome questioned 
the genuineness of Gentile believers’ salvation—despite the Gentiles’ 
confession of faith in Christ. The apostle was building a case to confront 
Jewish believers with the true meaning of the gospel. Jews could not stand 
on their religious heritage for salvation, as advantageous as that heritage 
had been in many respects. In the gospel, both Jews and Gentiles were in 
darkness and needed the Savior, Jesus Christ, to guide them to salvation. 

VERSE 20

an instructor of the ignorant, a teacher of the immature, having 

the embodiment of knowledge and truth in the law—

Paul concluded his list of Jewish boasts of superiority with claims about truth 
and law. In the Jews’ minds, they were the instructor and everyone else was 
ignorant (“foolish,” KJV; ESV; NIV). Similarly, Jews were the teacher and all 
Gentiles were the immature (“babes,” KJV; “children,” ESV; “little children,” 
NIV). The Jews made these claims based solely on the fact that God had 
given the people of Israel the law, which was the embodiment (“form,” 
KJV) of knowledge and truth. The Greek term rendered ignorant can refer 
not only to having a lack of basic knowledge but also to the foolish misuse 
of any knowledge one might possess (see Rom. 1:21). Similarly, the word 
translated immature conveys more than being unsophisticated. It implies the 
idea of childishness. Based strictly on religious heritage, therefore, most Jews 
viewed themselves as far superior to all Gentiles in terms of their presumed 
status before God. 

Paul was about to shatter the Jews’ self-righteous sense of superiority. He 
had methodically listed spiritual claims that he too had once trusted in. The 
people of Israel in fact were God’s chosen people. God indeed had given His 
people the law that was the embodiment of knowledge and truth. But what if those 
who have God’s law refuse to live by it? To possess the law and break it meant 
that Jews were sinners just like the Gentiles who did not possess the law.
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VERSE 21

you then, who teach another, don’t you teach yourself? You who 

preach, “You must not steal”—do you steal?

Having listed the claims that Jews (and some Jewish Christians) often made 
to support their sense of superiority over Gentiles, Paul destroyed their 
argument with a series of rhetorical questions regarding the law. His initial 
question cut right to the heart of the hypocrisy in Jewish legalism. If the 
Jews were truly the only qualified teachers of God’s perfect law, why did they 
not teach themselves first before teaching others? 

Paul illustrated the first question’s meaning by alluding to three of the Ten 
Commandments and then asking the Jewish Christians in Rome to consider 
whether they had ever broken the commands that they demanded others 
to keep perfectly. The eighth commandment, for example, expressly forbids 
stealing (Ex. 20:15). Paul then asked pointedly, “do you steal?” Then and 
now, there are numerous ways to intentionally or unintentionally commit 
this offense. 

Paul was not necessarily accusing the Jewish Christians in Rome of being 
thieves. He was making the point that neither Jews nor Gentiles had reason 
to feel spiritually superior based on ethnicity or religious heritage. All people 
are guilty of breaking God’s law. 

VERSE 22

You who say, “You must not commit adultery”—do you commit 

adultery? You who detest idols, do you rob their temples?

Paul posed two additional examples of potential hypocrisy, one in the area of 
marital faithfulness and another in the area of spiritual faithfulness. With 
the seventh commandment (Ex. 20:14), the Jews taught that a spouse must 
not commit adultery. Here again, the apostle was setting up a rhetorical 
question, not accusing any particular Jewish Christians in Rome of 
committing adultery. Nevertheless, Paul was almost certainly aware of Jesus’ 
teaching in the Sermon on the Mount that “everyone who looks at a woman 
lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Matt. 5:28). 
Thus, Paul’s question “do you commit adultery” warned against the danger 
of slipping from self-righteousness to legalism and into hypocrisy.

All forms of idolatry were forbidden by the second commandment (Ex. 
20:4-6). The Old Testament reveals, however, that the Israelites repeatedly 
ignored this command of God throughout their history until the Lord 
allowed them to be defeated and taken into captivity (see Num. 25:1-3; Judg. 
8:33; 1 Kings 11:4-6; 2 Kings 17:7-15; Isa. 44:9-11). In the New Testament 
era, the Jews claimed to detest idols, but Paul asked the believers in Rome 
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to consider whether purporting to honor the second commandment justified 
breaking the eighth commandment (“Do you rob their temples?”). Since 
Rome was filled with pagan temples, Paul’s rhetorical question forced the 
believers there to think deeply about their true spiritual need. Sin is sin—
no matter one’s religious heritage. And the universal problem of sin puts 
all people, Jews and Gentiles, on an equal plane before the cross of Christ. 
Everyone is guilty of sin; thus, everyone needs the Savior! 

VERSE 23

You who boast in the law, do you dishonor God by breaking 

the law?

Paul then restated the point of his three examples taken from the 
Commandments. This was the bottom-line question the Jews (you who 
boast in the law) needed to consider: “Do you dishonor God by breaking 
the law?” The obvious (and undeniable) answer to the question was yes. The 
Jews could claim a spiritual advantage in being the people to whom God gave 
His law. But that advantage also made the Jews all the more accountable 
when they knowingly ignored, flaunted, and broke the law. 

The essence of all sin involves the dishonor it brings to God. When 
unbelievers commit sins, they are acting according to their unregenerate 
nature. Their behavior dishonors the Creator, and they are accountable to 
Him for their sins. When believers fall into sinful behavior, however, they 
bring added dishonor to God because their testimony is that the Lord has 
delivered them from the power of sin. Jewish believers in Paul’s day should 
have been familiar with the Old Testament declarations concerning profaning 
the name of God by breaking His commands (see Lev. 22:32; Prov. 30:9). 

VERSE 24

For, as it is written: The name of God is blasphemed among the 

Gentiles because of you.

Paul supported his argument directly with Scripture. The statement presented 
in this verse does not appear to be a direct quotation but rather a paraphrase 
of Ezekiel 36:21. In that passage, the Lord declared through His prophet that 
Israel’s defeat and captivity because of the peoples’ sins resulted in the Lord’s 
name being profaned among the idolatrous nations. Paul warned Jewish 
Christians not to repeat Israel’s sin of living in such a way that could cause 
the people of pagan nations to profane God’s name.

A person’s inability to keep God’s law perfectly destroys any claims of 
self-righteousness. Understanding our personal spiritual failure humbles us 
before a righteous God. God’s grace in Christ is our only hope of salvation.
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OBEDIENCE REQUIRED (Rom. 2:25-27)

The value of having the law is found in keeping the law. Paul explained that 
when Gentiles unwittingly lived in obedience to God’s law, their obedient 
behavior served to condemn the Jews in their claim of having God’s law yet 
living in disobedience of it.

VERSE 25

Circumcision benefits you if you observe the law, but if you are a 

lawbreaker, your circumcision has become uncircumcision.

The ritual act of male circumcision as a physical sign of God’s covenant with 
Israel dated back to the time of Abraham (see Gen. 17:9-14). Because the Lord 
commanded the act of male circumcision, its true significance lay not in the 
physical mark itself but in the response of obedience (commitment) the 
mark signified. In other words, circumcision was a commitment the people 
of Israel made to identify themselves with the Lord and live in obedience to 
all of His commands. 

In the New Testament era, however, many Jews had come to rely on 
the symbol of circumcision rather than complying with its purpose. They 
essentially believed that the physical mark of circumcision was all that 
mattered. In contrast, Paul reminded the recipients of his letter that 
circumcision benefits you if you observe (all of) the law. 

On the other hand, if those who faithfully practice the ritual of 
male circumcision ignore or blatantly break other commands in God’s 
law (a lawbreaker), then the physical mark of circumcision becomes 
meaningless and ineffectual. It is as though their circumcision has become 
uncircumcision. One should not try to read this statement as suggesting 
a physical change takes place. Paul used the metaphor to describe how God 
desires His people to follow His Word. If people do not obey the Lord, their 
ritual symbols are meaningless. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Hypocrisy” on pages 783–784 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. Why do you think Jesus 

spoke so forcefully against hypocrisy in the lives of the Jewish religious 

leaders of His day? How do you resist the temptation to “play-act” in your 

daily spiritual life? 
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VERSE 26

So if an uncircumcised man keeps the law’s requirements, will not 

his uncircumcision be counted as circumcision?

Using contrasting parallelism to underscore his argument, Paul described the 
scenario of an uncircumcised man who keeps the law’s requirement. (Paul 
probably had in mind Gentiles who fulfilled the law’s requirement when they 
accepted the gospel and believed in Jesus Christ for salvation.) His point was 
that if circumcision truly served as a Jew’s commitment to love the Lord and 
obey His commands, then a Gentile’s faithful obedience to God’s commands 
demonstrated that same commitment to the Lord in his heart. Through his 
own transformative experience with Christ and God-given revelation of the 
gospel, Paul now understood that faith and obedience were the true marks of 
a right relationship with God, not an external physical mark.

VERSE 27

A man who is physically uncircumcised, but who keeps the law, 

will judge you who are a lawbreaker in spite of having the letter of 

the law and circumcision.

Here Paul expressed a powerfully emotive statement to jar any self-righteous 
Jews into understanding their true position before God. A Gentile believer 
is physically uncircumcised yet by trusting in Christ has obeyed God’s 
commands (keeps the law). Thus, that Gentile believer will judge the 
Jew who is a lawbreaker in spite of having the letter of the law and 
circumcision. Paul was not saying that Gentile believers are spiritually 
superior to Jewish believers. The primary truth being conveyed remains 
God’s desire that all people—Jews and Gentiles—truly know and love Him 
and live according to His holy ways.  

HEART RECOGNIZED (Rom. 2:28-29)

God understands our inner nature. The true follower of God is marked not 
merely by external physical symbols but by a heart dedicated to Him. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

How would you explain to a new believer the difference between obeying 

the “letter of the law” and obeying the “spirit of the law”? How should 

today’s Christians relate to the Old Testament law?
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VERSE 28

For a person is not a Jew who is one outwardly, and true 

circumcision is not something visible in the flesh. 

Human beings may focus on externals, but God looks on the heart (see 
1 Sam. 16:7). Ethnic origin and religious heritage are not the issues of this 
passage. God’s definition of who is or is not a Jew does not depend on 
outward marks or rituals. To be sure, Paul was not contending that Jews (and 
even Jewish believers) could not claim or value their ethnic heritage from the 
patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Paul’s concern went beyond symbols 
that were visible in the flesh—symbols such as circumcision. Sadly, the 
Jewish people on the whole turned inward and became self-righteous. They 
focused on their religious privilege and rejected their God-given purpose.

VERSE 29

On the contrary, a person is a Jew who is one inwardly, and 

circumcision is of the heart—by the Spirit, not the letter. That 

person’s praise is not from people but from God.

God’s definition of what it meant to be a Jew had to do with an inward 
identifying mark: circumcision … of the heart. For centuries, God’s 
messengers had preached this message to the Old Testament people of 
Israel (see Deut. 10:16; 30:6; Jer. 4:4). This theme continued into the New 
Testament era. In the sermon that preceded his stoning, the deacon Stephen 
declared that the Jewish people were stiff-necked like their ancestors, having 
uncircumcised hearts (Acts 7:51). 

The phrase by the Spirit, not the letter indicates that becoming a true 
child of God is a gracious work of the Holy Spirit, not the result of a person’s 
own religious efforts. Only the Spirit of God can accomplish the inner 
change of heart that makes someone part of the people of God. This act of 
regeneration comes through the agency of Jesus Christ, whose death atoned 
for human sin and provided the way of salvation. The only proper response 
for sinners who seek this salvation is the obedience of faith. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

To understand more about Paul’s description of a true Jew (Israelite), read 

Galatians 3:27-29 and Ephesians 2:11-22. How does the Ephesians passage 

explain how God included Gentile believers among the covenant people 

of God? How have you responded to this act of God’s grace?
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J
All who accept the gospel by faith are justified before the Father. 

People use the word justified in different ways. For example, a printed page 
is said to have justified text when the text (with the possible exception of 
a paragraph’s final words) aligns perfectly at the left and right side margins. 
In another context, a person might claim to feel justified in his or her actions. 
Such a claim implies that the individual believes the actions were legitimate, 
legal, and perhaps even obligatory in some sense. 

In terms of the biblical concept of justification, the term justified refers 
to being in a right relationship with God, who is Himself eternally just and 
thus is the authentic and unerring Judge of what is right and fair in human 
relationships. When sinful human beings consider their accountability to 
God, therefore, they find themselves in conflict with His holiness until they 
are justified by Him.

All of us have sinned and fallen short of God’s just expectations of us. As a 
result, God’s justice demands that we be pronounced guilty and be subject to 
the just consequence of our sins: death. Yet, God does not want us to perish 
in our sins. He wants us to be saved, even though He also knows that not all 
human beings want to be saved (2 Pet. 3:9). This is the reason that before the 
world was created, God planned for Jesus Christ to be born in human flesh, 
live a perfect life, die a sacrificial death on behalf of sinners, and be raised to life 
again. Jesus paid the penalty for our sins. Consequently, through repentance 
and faith in Jesus, we can be forgiven and stand justified before God.

Biblically, to be justified means that we have been placed into a right 
relationship with God. Although we have sinned, our sin and guilt has been 
cleansed by the blood of Jesus (1 John 1:9). We are able to experience the kind 
of relationship with God that He intended for humankind from creation. 
Sinful people cannot justify themselves; only God can make us right with 
Him. Christ’s substitutionary atonement means that God placed our sins on 
the sinless Son of God, and He died in our place (2 Cor. 5:21). 

Propitiation is another theological word that describes Jesus’ payment 
for our sin debt. Both terms—atonement and propitiation—describe what 
makes possible our being justified before God.

Session 4 > Romans 3:21–4:3
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 3:21–4:25

Following his opening greeting to the believers in Rome (1:1-15), Paul stated 
categorically that the gospel of Jesus Christ—the gospel he proclaimed 
everywhere—is “the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, 
first to the Jew, and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God 
is revealed from faith to faith” (1:16-17). Paul then unpacked what this 
declaration meant regarding the Gentile world’s standing before God. By 
and large, Gentile people groups rejected the revelation about the one true 
God that could be observed through creation, choosing instead to worship 
idols and “normalizing” the depraved behavior that idolatry inflames. 
Consequently, apart from the gospel the Gentile world stood hopelessly 
under God’s righteous judgment against sin (1:18–2:16).

The gospel of righteousness by faith in Jesus had an equally sober 
meaning for the Jews (2:17–3:20). The Jews had come to believe their 
righteous standing before God was strictly a matter of heritage. After all, 
God had chosen them as His covenant people and gave them the law, which 
in their view distinguished them as far superior to all Gentile people groups. 
Yet Paul, a Jew himself who formerly believed that he could achieve salvation 
by keeping the law perfectly, now declared that “no one will be justified in 
[God’s] sight by the works of the law, because the knowledge of sin comes 
through the law” (3:20). In other words, merely identifying oneself as a Jew 
and claiming to have the law meant nothing if one broke God’s law in any 
way at any point. Like all Gentiles, therefore, all Jews were guilty of sin and 
thus were under God’s righteous judgment. 

In 3:21–4:25, Paul then expounded the message that the gospel alone is 
the answer to humanity’s universal sin problem. This is because the gospel 
reveals that God provided the only way of righteousness “through faith 
in Jesus Christ to all who believe, since there is no distinction” (3:22). No 
one—Jew or Gentile—merits salvation through ethnic heritage. Neither 
can anyone earn salvation through perfect obedience of the law, since “all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (3:23). The only path to 
righteousness, therefore, is through faith, the glorious gift of God’s grace. 

Paul then explained that the Old Testament account of Abraham clearly 
demonstrates righteousness by faith. The apostle quoted Genesis 15:6, 
a passage that declares “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him 
for righteousness” (Rom. 4:3). Since Abraham’s faith and God’s crediting his 
faith as righteousness occurred before the law came, the same gospel truth 
holds for those who believe in Jesus: we are justified by faith (4:24-25). 
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The closing verses of the background passage bring together the threads 
of the gospel into a beautiful mosaic of truth. Not only was faith effective in 
making it possible for Abraham to have a right relationship with God, but it 
is also what we need. God sent His Son to die in our place and raised Him 
again so we might be justified. When we confess our guilt as sinners and 
place our hope in Christ, faith opens the portal for God’s forgiveness.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

THROUGH FAITH (Rom. 3:21-24)

Paul declared that right standing before God comes only though faith in 
Jesus Christ. As sinners, we are condemned by God’s law and cannot claim 
righteousness. God freely gives the gift of righteousness to all who put their 
trust in Jesus.  

VERSE 21

But now, apart from the law, the righteousness of God has been 

revealed, attested by the Law and the Prophets.

God’s purpose in giving the law was not to make people think they could 
attain holy perfection on their own. Just the opposite, the law’s purpose 
was to demonstrate humanity’s desperate need for the Savior. No set 
of rules logically includes justification—or forgiveness—for someone’s 
ignoring or breaking those rules. Further, the law has no power to transform 
a lawbreaker’s sinful heart. Only the Giver of the law, whose perfect holy 
character is embodied in the law, can forgive sinners (lawbreakers) and 
transform their hearts so that they love and obey Him. Therefore, Paul 
explained that apart from the law, the righteousness of God has been 
revealed. To say that God’s righteousness is revealed apart from the law 

means we cannot earn or merit it. 
Sometimes in Scripture, the term law is a reference not only to God’s 

specific commands to the people of Israel but also to the entire Pentateuch 
(the first five books of the Bible). Similarly, the phrase the Law and the 
Prophets refers to the entire corpus of what we today call the Old Testament. 
The Old Testament tells the story of God and His covenant people from 
creation to the time just before the first coming of the Savior. Paul declared 
the Old Testament Scriptures from Genesis to Malachi attested (“being 
witnessed by,” KJV; “bear witness to,” ESV; “testify,” NIV) that God’s 
righteousness cannot be gained through the law but is received by His grace 
as a gift through a relationship of faith and loyalty. 
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VERSE 22

The righteousness of God is through faith in Jesus Christ to all 

who believe, since there is no distinction.

We cannot achieve the righteousness of God through human efforts. This 
phrase emphasizes two significant truths. First, it is God’s righteousness, not 
human righteousness that people might claim based on their good works. 
Second, this righteousness comes only from Him, based on His determination. 

How, then, can we as sinful human beings ever hope to stand in right 
relationship with God on His terms? Only through faith in Jesus Christ. By 
sending Jesus to die for our sins in our place and then be raised to life again, 
God the Father determined to grant a right relationship with Him to all who 
believe, regardless of an individual’s ethnic background or religious heritage. 
Thus, God’s grace is universal in that it is available to all. His salvation is 
exclusive, however, in the sense that He gives it only to those who believe.

To believe in Jesus involves much more than merely saying the words. 
Saving faith involves a reliance of one’s entire being on God’s willingness to 
forgive sins, transform the heart, and give everlasting life. Such faith does 
not result from the law; the law forces people to see their need of faith.

VERSE 23

For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.

Verses 23 and 24 represent two sides of a singular truth. On one hand, 
the absence of “distinction” (3:22) relates to the all of verse 23. The word 
all means exactly what it says: everyone—without distinction of ethnicity, 
gender, religious background, education, societal position, or any other 
factor. Without exception, all people come under God’s judgment as sinners.

Paul used two phrases to describe this condition. First, he declared that 
all have sinned. The verb have sinned emphasizes choice and action. No one 
can honestly claim to be sin-free, to never having committed a sin. The Greek 
word rendered sinned refers to missing a mark or standard. Second, therefore, 
Paul declared that all people fall short of the glory of God. God’s glory 
refers to His majestic presence and, by extension, to His holy character. That 
is the standard all people miss as a result of sin. The sin can be an expression 
of either gross idolatry (Gentiles) or gross hypocrisy (Jews); regardless, all 
people have fallen vastly short of God’s standard based on His character.

VERSE 24

They are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that 

is in Christ Jesus.
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The second side of the truth statement that began in verse 23 offers good news 
to those who believe in Jesus. Sin and death do not have the final say. The 
same God who is eternally just and holds sinners accountable for their sins is 
also the God of eternal love and grace. He therefore provided a righteous way 
whereby sinners are justified freely by his grace through the redemption 
that is in Christ Jesus. This statement bursts with theological truths about  
the doctrine of justification.

First, notice the one who initiates justification. The verb rendered are 

justified is in the passive voice, indicating that the subject (they) does not act 
but is acted upon. Sinners cannot justify themselves. God must do what we 
cannot do for ourselves.  

Second, take note of the manner of justification: freely by [God’s] grace. 

As sinners, we have no ability to force God’s hand. We do not deserve 
justification, and we cannot earn it. No amount of good deeds today can 
atone for sins we committed yesterday. If we could work for justification, 
it would no longer be an act of God’s grace (see Rom. 4:4). 

Third, consider the means of justification: redemption. The biblical concept 
of redemption is based on the idea of freeing a slave from bondage through 
the payment of a ransom, or price. As sinners, we are in bondage to sin and are 
hopelessly unable to deliver ourselves from it. Our only hope of deliverance is 
for a Redeemer who is not in bondage to sin yet is willing to pay the ransom 
price on our behalf. This willing Redeemer is none other than Christ Jesus.

IN JESUS (Rom. 3:25-26)

Through His willing sacrificial death, Christ Jesus paid the ransom price for 
humanity’s sins. Consequently, God is just (righteous) in forgiving the sins of 
those who put their faith in Christ.

VERSE 25

God presented him as an atoning sacrifice in his blood, received 

through faith, to demonstrate his righteousness, because in his 

restraint God passed over the sins previously committed.

Christ’s death on the cross has spawned many discussions about its nature, 
scope, and purpose. Verse 25 succinctly states the essential elements of this 
vital doctrine. First, the verse addresses the issue of whether Jesus’ death was 
a life taken or a life given. In one sense, we all as sinners stand accountable 
for Christ’s death on the cross. Further, the Jewish and Roman authorities 
who crucified Jesus certainly stand culpable. Ultimately, however, Jesus’ 
death was a life given: God presented (“set forth,” KJV; “put forward,” ESV) 
him as an atoning sacrifice in his blood.  
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Second, the Greek term rendered atoning sacrifice can also be rendered 
“propitiation” [pro pish ih AY shuhn] (see KJV; ESV). The term’s Old 
Testament background relates particularly to the once-a-year sin sacrifice 
offered by the Israelite high priest on the Day of Atonement (see Lev. 16). 
The New Testament writer of Hebrews drew from that background in 
describing Jesus not only as the believer’s great High Priest but also as the 
only perfect sacrifice (Heb. 9:11-14,24-28). Thus, Paul explained that the 
atonement (forgiveness) of humanity’s sins required Jesus’ blood—that is, 
His sacrificial death (see Matt. 26:27-28; Heb. 9:22). 

Third, Romans 3:25 declares the beneficiaries of the atonement. Jesus’ 
atoning sacrifice was (and is) sufficient for all sinners, but its benefit must be 
received through faith in Him. Salvation is a gift from the God of amazing 
grace. Faith, therefore, is the only means by which sinners can receive the 
forgiveness established by Christ’s atonement (see Eph. 2:8-9).

Fourth, Romans 3:25 illuminates the underlying purpose of Christ’s 
atoning sacrifice. Jesus’ death on the cross served to demonstrate (“declare,” 
KJV; “show,” ESV) God’s righteousness. God established from the beginning 
that the consequence of sin is death (Gen. 2:17). The Old Testament system of 
animal sacrifices was designed by a gracious and merciful God as a temporary 
restraint (“forbearance,” KJV; ESV; NIV) on His righteous judgment against 
sin. In that way, God had passed over (“left … unpunished,” NIV) the sins 
previously committed. He did so not in a lapse of His justice but rather 
in anticipation of the once-and-for-all atonement accomplished by Jesus’ 
sacrificial death on the cross—the righteous One dying in the place of the 
unrighteous; the sinless Savior atoning for the sins of all who put their 
faith in Him. 

VERSE 26

God presented him to demonstrate his righteousness at the 

present time, so that he would be righteous and declare righteous 

the one who has faith in Jesus.

To underscore his argument from the previous verse, Paul reiterated the 
main truths involved in the doctrine of substitutionary atonement. Because 
only He could do so, God initiated (presented) the perfect and only qualified 
sacrifice of atonement for humanity’s sins—the death of the sinless Son 
of God, Jesus Christ (him). This atoning sacrifice not only satisfied the 
requirement of God’s perfect justice (demonstrate his righteousness … so 
that he would be righteous) but also demonstrated God’s perfect love in 
imputing righteousness to those who repent and believe (declare righteous 
the one who has faith in Jesus). 
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FOR ALL PEOPLE (Rom. 3:27-31)

Since salvation is available to all people through faith in Jesus, there is no 
place for self-righteous boasting. 

VERSE 27

Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. By what kind of law? By 

one of works? No, on the contrary, by a law of faith.

Paul used rhetorical questions to guide the recipients of his letter to a correct 
conclusion about salvation by grace through faith. Boasting in one’s efforts to 
achieve right standing with God through good works might have been Jewish 
believers’ former way of thinking. However, that thinking is now excluded in 
the gospel. If right standing with God is through faith in Jesus alone (a law of 
faith), the believer has no basis to feel superior to any other believer.  

VERSE 28

For we conclude that a person is justified by faith apart from the 

works of the law.

By using the first-person, plural pronoun we in this verse, Paul urged believers 
in Rome to embrace the same conclusion that he had reached. Anyone who 
reflected honestly on the message of the gospel could conclude only one thing 
about the way to a right relationship with God: a person is justified by faith 
apart from the works of the law. Salvation does not depend on who we are 
or what we do for God’s benefit. It depends on who Christ is and what He did 
for our benefit through His sacrificial death and victorious resurrection. 

VERSE 29

Or is God the God of Jews only? Is he not the God of Gentiles too? 

Yes, of Gentiles too,

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Atonement” on pages 144–147 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What is your response 

to the fact that Jesus’ death on the cross provided atonement for sinners 

who could not atone for themselves?
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The apostle affirmed that God’s plan was always to provide the way of 
salvation by faith and not by works. He asked Jewish believers to think about 
the central tenet of Israelite faith: there is only one God, the Lord (see Deut. 
6:4). In affirming this truth, then logically they must affirm that the one God 
is both the God of Jews and the God of Gentiles too. The God who gave 
Israel the law to show humanity’s need of the Savior is the same God who sent 
Jesus as the Savior, the atoning sacrifice for all who believe in Him.

VERSE 30

since there is one God who will justify the circumcised by faith 

and the uncircumcised through faith.

Here Paul stated his conclusion in clear terms: there is one God. 
Consequently, He is the one God of all people—the circumcised (Jews) 
as well as the uncircumcised (Gentiles). Therefore, He will justify both 
Jews and Gentiles by one means: faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. Faith is the 
human response by which we receive God’s gracious justification.

VERSE 31

Do we then nullify the law through faith? Absolutely not! On the 

contrary, we uphold the law.

Here Paul wanted to make certain that believers did not misunderstand his 
statements about the law. The gospel of salvation by faith does not nullify 
the law. The Greek word rendered nullify can also mean “make void” or 
“overthrow.” Jesus declared in the Sermon on the Mount that He did not 
come to abolish the law but to fulfill it (Matt. 5:17). Similarly, Paul’s argument 
throughout this section has been that people (Jews or Gentiles) who believe 
in Jesus for their salvation actually uphold the law (see also Gal. 3:21-24). 

INCLUDING ABRAHAM (Rom. 4:1-3)

Referring to Genesis 15:6, Paul used Abraham’s story to further show that 
God’s righteousness has always been secured through faith. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read Galatians 3:21-24. How would you summarize Paul’s explanation of 

the law’s purpose in that passage? How does this explanation relate to 

Paul’s statement in Romans 3:31 that faith in Christ upholds God’s law?

© 2019 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



46 E        B  

VERSE 1

What then will we say that Abraham, our forefather according to 

the flesh, has found?

Paul linked his teaching about justification by faith to a powerful Old 
Testament illustration that the Jewish believers in particular would 
immediately respect—the account of Abraham their forefather according 
to the flesh. Paul’s question focused believers’ thoughts on Abraham’s 
understanding of being in a right relationship with the Lord God.  

VERSE 2

If Abraham was justified by works, he has something to boast 

about—but not before God.

Point by point, Paul was setting up an unassailable conclusion. He posed 
a condition regarding Abraham that the Jews (and some Jewish Christians) 
claimed for themselves: to be justified by works. If this claim were true 
about Abraham, then he (and all his descendants) truly had something to 
boast about. However, Paul quickly dismissed the idea that Abraham (or 
his descendants) could boast of their works before God. Paul clinched his 
argument by quoting God’s Word.

VERSE 3

For what does the Scripture say? Abraham believed God, and it 

was credited to him for righteousness.

Paul quoted Genesis 15:6, a verse that settled the matter of what Abraham 
understood about being right with God. Abraham believed God, and it was 
credited to him for righteousness. The quotation contains two important 
elements. First, Abraham responded in faith to God’s promises—the promises 
are outlined in Genesis 12:1-3. He knew that he could not make the promises 
come to fruition, but he believed God could and would. Second, Abraham’s 
posture of faith was exactly the right response God required. By counting the 
Lord as totally trustworthy, Abraham honored God’s holy character. We do the 
same when we place our faith in Jesus Christ for forgiveness and eternal life.

EXPLORE FURTHER

How is the gospel message of righteousness by faith in Christ good news 

for you? What elements of Abraham’s example motivate you to live in 

obedience to Christ and the gospel?
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A P
All who accept the gospel find peace with God. 

Beth and Pam were good friends, but their personalities were different. Beth 
never seemed to be at peace. She constantly moved from crisis to crisis—at 
least in her view. What others might refer to as minor issues seemed to loom 
as major problems for Beth. To make matters worse, she frequently turned 
her everyday conversations into long-winded complaint sessions, leading 
many neighbors and friends to avoid her. Although she wouldn’t admit it, 
the primary source of Beth’s tumultuous attitude lay in her struggles with 
God. She blamed God for her problems and could not believe He loved her. 
Her anger spilled out into most areas of her life, creating more grief.

Pam, on the other hand, rarely showed signs of stress. She smiled easily 
and often. Even when serious challenges intervened in her life, Pam took 
everything in stride and faced each situation with a positive outlook. She 
patiently listened to Beth’s complaining with a compassionate spirit. Pam 
knew what Beth was experiencing. Before becoming a Christian, she had 
been more like Beth. When she placed her faith in Jesus Christ, however, 
her life changed. She experienced peace with God, with others, and within 
herself. Pam prayed that through her quiet example, Beth might discover 
this same path to peace with God.

Jesus Christ gives believers peace that supersedes their circumstances. His 
peace is deeper and everlasting because it primarily involves being reconciled 
to God (John 14:27). Jesus is the Prince of peace who ushers believers into 
a right relationship with God. When we have faith in Him and focus on Him, 
we experience His peace that surpasses understanding (Phil. 4:7). Further, 
as we live by faith in Christ we can become peacemakers, helping people be 
reconciled to God and others as well as finding peace within. 

In this session focused on Romans 5:1-11, we can learn how to have peace 
with God. The process begins with our being placed into a right relationship 
with God by faith in Christ. If we are at odds with the heavenly Father, we 
have no basis for true peace. On the other hand, being at peace with God can 
result in finding peace in other aspects of life. When we are right with God, 
we have the foundation to make peace with others because of Christ.

Session 5 > Romans 5:1-11
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 5:1-21

In chapters 3 and 4 of his letter to the believers in Rome, Paul contended 
that all people—both Gentiles and Jews—are sinners and that God has 
provided only one way for sinners to be forgiven and made right with God. 
That one way is through faith in Jesus Christ. People cannot be reconciled 
to God through their efforts to do good works or observe religious rituals 
and traditions. The scriptural example of none other than Abraham directly 
confirms that righteousness is by faith alone (see Gen. 15:6). 

Faith affects all aspects of life. By faith believers receive peace with God 
and the peace of God. By faith believers have access to God’s grace through 
Jesus. Grace enables the believer to be placed into a right relationship with 
God, which in turn produces harmony with God. Being reconciled to God 
helps the believer see God’s strong and gracious hand in every part of life, 
including trials. Instead of being in constant turmoil, the believer at peace 
with God comprehends the journey from tribulation to hope and patiently 
cooperates with God in the process.

Another important theme in Romans 5 is the “much more” of believers’ 
experience. Paul used this phrase four times (5:9,10,15,17) to describe the 
ever-increasing blessings of believers. Comparing people’s status prior to 
salvation to their right relationship with God in Christ, the apostle reminded 
the Christians in Rome of God’s great grace. If God would be so sacrificially 
merciful to people when they were unsaved and His spiritual enemies, how 
much more would He bestow blessings of grace on the redeemed!

A third focus of chapter 5 contrasts the legacies of the first man, Adam, 
and  the God-man, Christ. Adam, introduced sin into the world, infecting 
the human race with its deadly consequences. Christ brought salvation to 
the world, providing the means for healing and reconciliation. The legacy of 
the first man was judgment; the provision of Christ was justification. Adam 
disobeyed God, conveying condemnation. Jesus Christ humbled Himself 
and was obedient to the Father, even to His death on the cross (see Phil. 2:8). 
Christ’s atoning sacrifice made it possible for sinners to be saved.

Sometimes we feel weighed down by our sins, despairing that forgiveness 
and new life seem impossible. The fourth emphasis of Roman 5 offers hope. 
However terrible our sins are, God’s grace more than exceeds our guilt. Paul 
did not minimize sin or its penalty. Instead, he encouraged the Christians in 
Rome to understand the greatness of God’s grace. We can experience God’s 
forgiveness freely through faith in Christ. The terrible consequences of sin 
are silenced forever by the life-giving grace of God.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

JUSTIFIED WITH BENEFITS (Rom. 5:1-5)

Being justified by faith in Jesus, believers experience God’s blessings in 
many ways. These blessings include peace with God, hope, rejoicing in spite 
of sufferings, God’s love, and the presence of the Holy Spirit. 

VERSE 1

Therefore, since we have been declared righteous by faith, we have 

peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Christ’s sanctifying work in believers’ lives begins the day they receive 
Jesus by faith as Savior and Lord. The word therefore connects what Paul 
taught previously about justification by faith in Christ (chapter 4) with what 
happens after and as a result of (since) being declared righteous by faith. 
To be declared righteous means that one’s sins have been forgiven and the 
believer now stands in a right relationship with God. 

Peace with God is one of the most significant benefits of being justified. 
While believers also experience inner peace because of God’s indwelling 
presence in their lives, Paul here emphasized the new relationship of peace 
that is established between the holy God and a forgiven sinner.

In their unforgiven, sinful state, unbelievers are enemies of God; they are 
at war against Him. Scripture describes the unbeliever as being “dead in … 
trespasses and sins” and “by nature … under wrath” (Eph. 2:1,3). Further, 
unbelievers are “alienated and hostile” toward God (Col. 1:21). Through Jesus’ 
atonement, however, God forgives repentant sinners and puts “the hostility 
to death” (Eph. 2:16). Believers have peace with God because God establishes it.

For those who are justified by faith and have peace with God, Christ also 
becomes their peace (see Eph. 2:14). Reconciliation with God occurs only 
through the Lord Jesus Christ. Sinners cannot overcome enmity with God 
through good works or religious rituals. The penalty of our sin can only be 
paid through Jesus’ atonement. He establishes peace between the sinner and 
God through His shed blood on the cross (see Col. 1:20).

VERSE 2

We have also obtained access through him by faith into this grace 

in which we stand, and we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. 

A second benefit of being made right with God is endless access to God’s 
grace. The phrase this grace points back to the grace Paul had described in 
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places such as Romans 4:16. The term refers to God’s favor toward anyone 
who places faith in Jesus Christ for forgiveness. Grace not only includes 
justification but also involves God’s continuing work in sanctifying believers. 

Access to God’s ongoing grace, like the blessing of peace with God, comes 
to the repentant sinner through Jesus Christ by faith. Faith is the believer’s 
response to God’s offer of forgiveness and new life through Jesus’ atoning 
sacrifice. It is the means by which we receive God’s grace through Christ.

As a result, believers stand in God’s grace. To stand means to be 
established. By faith, then, the believer can remain steadfast in life, trusting 
in the reality of God’s grace no matter what difficulties arise. The Greek verb 
rendered stand appears in the present tense, suggesting continuous action. 
For the believer, God’s grace is not a temporary benefit; it is permanent.  

A third benefit of justification is hope. Christians in Rome often became 
the target of a hostile, pagan culture. Paul wanted to remind the believers 
in Rome that their hope lay not in human political power but in the glory 
of God. This phrase points to God’s ultimate victory over all opposition and 
includes the believer’s anticipation of the life to come with God in heaven. 
The biblical term glory refers to God’s majestic presence, His sovereign deity. 
In heaven, believers will experience the divine presence without any of the 
impediments of this world. Until then, God graciously allows His people to 
witness His glory in the Scriptures and through the indwelling Holy Spirit. In 
Ephesians 1:14, Paul described the Holy Spirit as “the down payment of our 
inheritance, until the redemption of the possession, to the praise of his glory.”

As a result, believers can rejoice in their God-given hope. The term 
rendered rejoice goes beyond temporary joy or happiness. It describes 
a confident anticipation of the fulfillment of God’s promises both now and 
in the life to come. 

VERSE 3

And not only that, but we also rejoice in our afflictions, because 

we know that affliction produces endurance, 

In Christ, believers can rejoice not only in the hope of God’s glory but also in 
their afflictions (“tribulations,” KJV; “sufferings,” ESV; NIV). At the time of 
Paul’s writing, persecution of Christians in Rome had not reached the levels 
of hostility and violence that arose under Emperor Nero in the AD 60s and 
Emperor Domitian in the AD 90s. Still, believers were under considerable 
pressure because of their faith. 

In a manner similar to James 1:2-4, Paul encouraged oppressed believers 
to rejoice in spite of their difficult circumstances. Notice the apostle did not 
say that believers would rejoice about suffering but in (during, amid) their 
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afflictions. The reality of peace with God and the hope of salvation in Christ 
gives Christians a new perspective on suffering. Moreover, the indwelling 
presence of the Holy Spirit ensures that every believer is empowered to face 
trials and tribulation with a confident joy that the experiences will “work 
together for the good of those who love God” (Rom. 8:28).

Paul outlined the process by which God uses believers’ experiences 
of affliction to produce in them an ever-stronger sense of hope. First, as 
Christians experience tribulation and lean on God’s Spirit for strength, they 
build up endurance (“patience,” KJV; “perseverance,” NIV). The Greek word 
translated endurance conveys the idea of patiently keeping on with one’s 
life and faith regardless of circumstances. To say that affliction produces 
endurance does not mean every believer automatically grows spiritually in 
response to problems. Developing endurance from suffering comes from 
a proper faith-response to God’s grace.

VERSE 4

endurance produces proven character, and proven character 

produces hope.

Paul then stated that endurance produces proven character (“experience,” 
KJV). In other words, over time and repeated instances of endurance, acts 
of faith solidify into a lifestyle of faith. Sanctification involves God’s ongoing 
work of shaping believers in the image of Christ (see Rom. 8:29). Godly 
character does not spring up overnight; it must be regularly proven, or tested. 
The apostle Peter likened the believer’s experience of trials to a metalworker’s 
use of fire to soften and purify metal so that it could be shaped into a durable, 
useful tool or vessel (see 1 Pet. 1:6-7). 

As the believer’s repeated faithful endurance amid afflictions becomes a 
lifestyle, that proven character produces hope. Biblical hope is not a wish; 
it is a confident posture of anticipation based on God’s faithfulness and 
promises. The hope-filled believer faces all of life’s circumstances—even 
times of dire suffering—with unwavering assurance that God is at work for 
the believer’s good and His glory. That is a reason to rejoice!

VERSE 5

This hope will not disappoint us, because God’s love has been 

poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was 

given to us.

The phrase this hope specifies the kind of hope resulting from the process 
that Paul described in verses 3-4. Christian hope that is forged out of an 
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enduring lifestyle of faith in God will not disappoint believers. We can 
depend on the heavenly Father to keep faith with His promises. This kind 
of hope is a genuine expression of God’s love for His people. Just as we are 
secure in His love, even so we can be confident in the hope He gives us.

Two aspects of God’s love confirm our hope. First, it has been poured 
out in our hearts. The love of God primarily involves His sending Jesus 
Christ as the atoning sacrifice for our sins (see John 3:16). If God loved the 
world so much that He would send Jesus to die in our place for our sins, 
then He will not hold back any good thing from those who believe in Jesus. 
The term poured out (“shed abroad,” KJV; “poured into,” ESV) emphasizes the 
abundance of hope that God’s indwelling presence brings into our lives. 

The second aspect of God’s love involves the fact that it is poured into 
believers through the Holy Spirit. At the moment of conversion, believers 
receive God’s Holy Spirit as the down payment of our spiritual inheritance 
of eternal life. In other words, the Spirit’s indwelling presence in believers 
guarantees that God’s love for us will never end and His promises will never 
fail. The Spirit’s empowering work in our lives now provides a foretaste of the 
blessings awaiting us in the life to come. 

JUSTIFIED THROUGH HIS DEATH (Rom. 5:6-8)

Justification is granted because Jesus died in our place for our sins. 
His sacrificial death demonstrates the depth of God’s love for all humanity. 

VERSE 6

For while we were still helpless, at the right time, Christ died for 

the ungodly. 

In sinful pride, many people believe they can earn God’s favor by doing good 
works. However, God’s grace begins when we are helpless, incapable of doing 
anything that merits God’s forgiveness. God did not wait until we deserved 
His grace. Indeed, sinful humanity could never merit God’s gift of Christ’s 
atoning death. Being helpless refers to being morally incapable of meeting God’s 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Peace” on pages 1233–1234 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does faith in 

Christ result in peace with God? Would you describe peace with God 

more as a feeling or a state of being? How can both ideas be true?
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standard of perfect holiness. However, the good news of the gospel declares 
that while we were without hope and incapable of helping ourselves, Christ 
died for the ungodly. The term ungodly involves more than ignoring God; 
it refers to being hostile toward God. The ungodly deliberately act rebelliously.  

Christ’s atoning death on the cross took place at the right time. In human 
terms, we sometimes struggle to understand God’s timetable. We want 
Him to operate on our schedules. Yet, Jesus came at the perfect moment in 
history (Gal. 4:4). God’s plan involved the Messiah taking on human form 
in the incarnation, living a sinless life, and dying in our place for our sins. All 
of this happened at the time of God’s choosing, fulfilling all of His promises 
and providing the way of salvation for sinners.

VERSE 7

For rarely will someone die for a just person—though for a good 

person perhaps someone might even dare to die. 

Contrasting God’s love to human affection, Paul noted that only rarely 
would a human being voluntarily lay down his or her life in place of another.  
The apostle recognized that in some circumstances someone might even 
dare to die in place of a good person. We can imagine, for example, parents 
bravely putting themselves in peril to protect their children or soldiers and 
first responders rushing into harm’s way to rescue those in danger. Yet, 
even these rare human examples of heroism cannot begin to compare with 
Christ’s act of sacrifice. 

VERSE 8

But God proves his own love for us in that while we were still 

sinners, Christ died for us.

Paul contrasted (but) our highest expressions of human love to God’s love. 
As the previous verse states, human love at its best might motivate someone 
to willingly die in the place of a “just” and “good” person. However, God 
proves (“commendeth,” KJV; “shows,” ESV; “demonstrates,” NIV) his own 
love for humanity through an astounding act of self-giving. While we were 
still sinners, Christ died for us. 

The Greek word rendered proves is a compound term that literally means 
“to stand together in perfect alignment.” In other words, God and his own 

love are inseparable realities. The phrase his own love emphasizes the unique 
nature of God’s love. It comes from Him and embodies His character. 

The proof that God’s love is beyond compare rests in the fact that Christ 
died for us while we were still sinners. Lest any of us think we are not so bad, we 
must remember that God considers our sin to be so evil that only the blood 
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of His Son suffices for sin’s payment. Jesus was the Just One who died for the 
unjust in order that we might be justified by God (1 Pet. 3:18).  

God demonstrates His love to us through the sacrificial death of Jesus. 
Our only reasonable response is to return His love. We love Him because He 
first loved us (1 John 4:19). With our hearts and by our actions we should 
respond to Him in faith and with the love He pours into us.

JUSTIFIED EQUALS RECONCILIATION (Rom. 5:9-11)

By being declared just before God through faith in Jesus, believers are 
reconciled to God. We are no longer enemies of God; further, we are saved 
from God’s wrath. Through Jesus, we receive eternal life. 

VERSE 9

How much more then, since we have now been declared righteous 

by his blood, will we be saved through him from wrath.

By using the pronoun we, Paul identified with the recipients of his letter. He 
was deeply aware of God’s mercy since he had persecuted the church before 
his conversion. Reminding the Christians of their new relationship with God, 
Paul emphasized two important truths about justification.

First, by using the passive voice of the verb have … been declared 
righteous, Paul affirmed that God gives believers the righteousness they 
do not deserve and cannot achieve for themselves. Second, Paul emphasized 
that God gives righteousness to believers on the basis of Christ’s atoning 
sacrifice on the cross (by his blood). 

With the phrase how much more then, Paul asserted that justification 
is only the beginning of blessings that come to believers in salvation. To be 
declared right with God through Christ also means that believers will be 
saved through him from wrath. God’s wrath is His just punishment of 
our sins. It can include punishments experienced in this life (see 2 Sam. 
12:13-14; Acts 5:3-5) but primarily refers to the end-time judgment against 
wickedness and unbelief (see Rev. 11:17-18; 20:11-15). 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Justification” on pages 948–950 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. In what ways does 

Christ’s atoning death on the cross far surpass any act of loving sacrifice 

we humans might make for one another?
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VERSE 10

For if, while we were enemies, we were reconciled to God 

through the death of his Son, then how much more, having been 

reconciled, will we be saved by his life. 

Justification in Christ resulted in the complete transformation of our 
position, or status, before God. Before conversion, we were enemies of God. 
We were under His wrath against sin and were hopelessly destined for death 
and eternal separation from God in hell. That status changed, however, 
through the atoning death of his Son. When we received Jesus Christ in 
faith as Savior and Lord, we were instantaneously reconciled to God. No 
longer enemies, we became God’s redeemed children and were declared right 
with God and saved from His wrath.

Again using a how much more comparison, Paul declared that being 
justified is but the beginning of an ongoing transformation that takes place 
in believers as the resurrected, living Christ delivers us from the power of sin, 
a process known as sanctification.

VERSE 11

And not only that, but we also rejoice in God through our 

Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have now received this 

reconciliation. 

This is the third time in Romans 5:1-11 that Paul affirmed believers’ reasons 
to rejoice concerning the benefits of salvation in Jesus Christ. We can rejoice  
“in the hope of the glory of God” (5:2). Further, we can rejoice in difficult 
times because God uses those circumstances to refine and solidify our hope 
(5:3). Here, Paul stated that believers have reason to rejoice in God through 
our Lord Jesus Christ. We rejoice in Him because it is through Christ that we 
have now received this reconciliation. Everything has been transformed 
for the better—our relationship with God, our eternal destiny, our lives 
now—only because of what God lovingly did for us through Christ’s death 
and resurrection. No wonder Paul said we could rejoice!

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read 2 Corinthians 5:18-21. What additional insight does this passage 

reveal about being reconciled to God through Jesus Christ? What are 

some ways that you and your Bible study group are taking seriously the 

benefits of sharing the message of reconciliation with others?
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F
All who accept the gospel find freedom from the guilt of sin.

Guilt clings to the soul like the stench of rotting flesh clings to the nostrils. 
At least that was how Fred felt as he drove through the countryside. Traveling 
to a business meeting in a distant town, he heard a radio commentator 
say something that triggered a bad memory. Fred thought he had put that 
episode behind him long ago. Suddenly, however, painful details of his sinful 
actions as well as acute pangs of guilt flooded back into his mind.

Fred quickly switched to a music station, but he couldn’t seem to get away 
from the memory or the feelings of guilt. He began to try to justify the incident 
in his mind, arguing that it had not been that bad. When that approach didn’t 
work, he argued to himself that the episode happened so long ago. Surely 
there must be a statute of limitations on guilt. But the second approach didn’t 
work either. The farther Fred drove, the more his guilt weighed on his mind.

Finally, Fred decided he had to do something. Realizing he was in the 
vicinity of a rural church he had visited years before, Fred turned on the road 
leading to the church’s sanctuary. He had mixed emotions as he entered the 
church office and asked if the pastor would be willing to talk with him. In the 
quietness of the pastor’s office, Fred poured out his confession to a stranger. 
The pastor listened earnestly and then guided him to some Scripture passages 
related to sin, guilt, confession, and forgiveness. 

The Holy Spirit took Fred the rest of the way as the harried businessman 
prayed. Fred repented of his sinful actions and put his faith in Jesus Christ 
for forgiveness and new life. Rising from his knees a new man, Fred no 
longer felt the weight of guilt. He was free. He later took additional steps and 
sought the forgiveness of those who had been involved with or impacted by 
his actions.

In this session of our study in the Book of Romans, we will be reminded 
that all who embrace the gospel of Jesus Christ find freedom from the guilt 
of sin. When the Holy Spirit convicts sinners of sin, righteousness, and 
judgment, it is proof that God wants them to experience repentance and 
forgiveness. When we confess our sins and trust in Christ, God mercifully 
covers us in His grace. He sets us free to walk in newness of life.

Session 6 > Romans 6:1-14
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 6:1–7:25

In Romans 6–7, Paul used a series of rhetorical questions and analogies 
(word pictures) to describe the believer’s new life in Christ. Building on the 
conclusions of previous chapters that all have sinned (3:23) and that salvation 
for anyone—Jew or Gentile—happens only by God’s grace through faith in 
Jesus Christ (4:16), Paul described the Christian life as dying to an old life 
and being resurrected to a new life (6:1-14), being set free from slavery to sin 
in order to willingly serve God (6:15-23), and being released from the law’s 
condemnation to experience a different kind of law, a law written on the 
heart (the inner self) that the believer delights in keeping (7:1-25). 

In 6:3-4, Paul used the word picture of baptism to illustrate the idea 
of the Christian life as death and resurrection. The immersion that takes 
place in water baptism signifies the greater immersion that occurs when 
the believer is “baptized into Christ Jesus.” That is, being lowered under the 
water depicts the death and burial of the believer into Christ’s atoning death 
on the cross and burial in the tomb. Similarly, being raised out of the water 
portrays Christ’s resurrection from the dead and the believer’s sharing in 
that resurrection through faith. Paul’s point with this analogy was that in 
Christ believers have been set free from the old way of life (sin, rebellion, 
lawbreaking) to live a God-honoring life (6:11).

The second analogy Paul used to describe the Christian life was slavery 
(6:16). The city of Rome in the first century AD included many slaves, by 
some estimates as much as forty percent of the total population. The apostle 
no doubt realized that some of the recipients of his epistle either lived 
currently as slaves or had lived as slaves in the past. These believers would 
have a dramatic appreciation of the Christian life as being set free from an 
abusive, oppressive master (sin) to “become enslaved to God” (6:22). The 
“wages” paid by the previous master was death; the reward of serving God 
was an indescribable gift: “eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord” (6:23).

Third, Paul used the analogy of marriage as a legal covenant to illustrate 
the Christian life as living under “a different law” (7:23) than the law of 
Moses. Notwithstanding God’s good purpose for the Mosaic law—it revealed 
the depravity and pervasiveness of sin (7:13), the law was never intended 
to be a means of salvation. Instead, sin used the law to produce in people 
the temptation to break God’s law (7:8). Paul described the situation in this 
statement: “For I do not do the good that I want to do, but I practice the evil 
that I do not want to do” (7:19). Paul thanked God for rescuing believers 
through Christ from the condemnation of the Mosaic law.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

DEAD TO SIN (Rom. 6:1-7)

One way that false teachers mocked the gospel of salvation by grace was by 
suggesting that believers should intentionally keep on sinning so that even 
more of God’s grace could be received. Paul addressed this line of thinking by 
posing and answering a rhetorical question.

VERSE 1

What should we say then? Should we continue in sin so that grace 

may multiply?

The words what should we say then point back to Paul’s statement in 5:20 
that “where sin multiplied, grace multiplied even more.” While the apostle 
intended that statement to be a description of the power and magnificence of 
God’s saving grace, he also knew that it could be misapplied. So he introduced 
a rhetorical question designed to counteract any argument that God’s grace 
is a license for believers to keep on sinning.  

By using the first-person, plural pronoun (we) twice in this verse, Paul 
identified with the recipients of his letter and also brought them into the 
flow of his explanation of Christian living. He wasn’t presenting an abstract 
philosophical argument; he was describing a real-life scenario for all believers. 
People who were inclined to use any excuse to keep living in sin might latch on 
to this idea of continuing in sin so that grace may multiply to try to justify 
wrongdoing. Paul wanted to get out ahead of that temptation and guide the 
believers in Rome to a correct response.

VERSE 2

Absolutely not! How can we who died to sin still live in it? 

Paul’s rhetorical question was phrased in such a way as to anticipate the 
answer of no. The apostle left no room for wavering or guessing; he supplied 
the correct response in the strongest possible terms: Absolutely not! (“God 
forbid,” KJV; “by no means,” ESV; NIV). To underscore the foolishness 
of imagining that continued sinning would be a good thing for believers, 
Paul posed a more legitimate question: How can we who died to sin still 
live in it?

Paul presented the concept of death and resurrection as a theological 
analogy to show believers they were no longer under sin’s power. Before 
salvation, they had lived under the sentence of death because of sin. 
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By trusting in Christ, however, they had united themselves heart and soul 
to the sinless Savior who gave Himself as an atoning sacrifice in their place. 
In effect, they had died to sin. Its power over their destiny was broken, and 
they were set free to live for God. It thus made no sense that a believer would 
return to a life of sin. 

VERSE 3

Or are you unaware that all of us who were baptized into Christ 

Jesus were baptized into his death?

To illustrate the truth of his argument, Paul reminded believers of the nature 
and meaning of baptism. Water baptism was (and is) a visual portrait of 
a greater spiritual reality—that of the believer’s being baptized into Christ 
Jesus upon conversion. The Greek word baptizo [bap TIDZ oh] literally means 
“to submerge under, to immerse.” This concept represents a favorite theme in 
Paul’s writings. Being saved means to be fully immersed “in Christ” (Rom. 
8:1; 2 Cor. 5:17). Paul used this same idea of being baptized into Christ in his 
Letter to the Galatians (Gal. 3:27). 

We are not saved through water baptism. The ordinance of baptism 
symbolizes what takes place at salvation. Through faith in Christ, we identify 
with His death, burial, and resurrection. Immersion in water portrays 
Christ’s death as well as our death to sin through His atoning sacrifice. That 
is, through faith the believer is baptized (immersed) into Christ’s sacrificial 
death on the cross. As Paul stated in Galatians 2:20a, “I have been crucified 
with Christ, and I no longer live, but Christ lives in me.”

VERSE 4

Therefore we were buried with him by baptism into death, in 

order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory 

of the Father, so we too may walk in newness of life.

With the term therefore, Paul moved from posing rhetorical questions to 
providing definitive answers. He continued to use the imagery of baptism 
to illustrate that just as believers were buried with Christ into death, even 
so they share in the victory of His resurrection by being raised to walk in 
newness of life. 

The good news of the gospel does not stop with the forgiveness of sin that 
comes through Christ’s death; it goes on to the resurrection and new life. We 
as believers cannot accomplish this resurrection through our own efforts. 
People who place their faith in Christ are raised by God from death to life. 
This powerful act magnifies the glory of the Father in salvation. 
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To walk in newness of life means to conduct oneself in a manner that is 
superior to one’s previous life. The word newness not only describes a different 
quality of life but also a life of Christlike character. In the immediate 
context, it means to live above the baser nature of sin. Having been justified 
by Christ’s death, we are enabled by His resurrected life to grow in His holy 
likeness. Our daily lifestyles should no longer be defined by sin and death but 
by righteousness and life.

VERSE 5

For if we have been united with him in the likeness of his death, 

we will certainly also be in the likeness of his resurrection. 

With the word for, Paul launched into a series of conclusions undergirding the 
declaration that believers have died to sin and have been raised to live a new 
life. First, Paul declared that if the case is true that believers are united with 
Christ in the likeness of his death—this is a recasting of the phrase “buried 
with him by baptism into death” (6:4)—then the logical conclusion is that 
believers will certainly also be in the likeness of Christ’s resurrection. 
Those who by faith unite their lives (their past, present, and future; their 
heart, soul, mind, and strength) with Jesus Christ can anticipate without 
any doubt experiencing His victory over sin, death, and the grave.   

The phrase rendered certainly also is the combination of two conjunctions 
that can mean “but also” and “even so.” The effect of this combined form 
intensifies the certainty of the conclusion that follows it. Since the first 
statement was true, the concluding statement was undoubtedly true as well. 
Believers will experience resurrection in the same manner as Christ did. His 
resurrection guarantees the believer’s resurrection.

In its future sense, Paul’s reference to Christ’s resurrection applies to the 
bodily resurrection of believers when Christ returns (1 Cor. 15:42-44; 1 Thess. 
4:13-17). In its immediate context, the phrase describes the effect of Christ’s 
resurrection in raising believers from the deadness of sin to the newness of 
life. Because He lives, Christians can also live holy lives in the here and now.

VERSES 6-7

For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that 

the body ruled by sin might be rendered powerless so that we 

may no longer be enslaved to sin, since a person who has died 

is freed from sin.

Paul continued his logical argument, repeating the word for to tie his next 
statement to the conclusion in the previous verse. The confidence Paul 
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expressed in 6:5 proceeds from the fact that by faith the Christian’s old self 
has been crucified with Christ. This idea does not imply that sinners in 
some way provide for their own salvation. Rather, it means that the sinless 
Savior took on Himself the sins of all humanity—your sins and mine—and 
in that sense, we as sinners (our old self ) were united with Him on the cross. 
The destiny of all sinful humanity hung in the balance with Christ.

If the case is true, therefore, that our old sinful nature was crucified with 
Christ, then two conclusions can be declared true as well. First, the body 
ruled by sin (our sin nature) was rendered powerless (“destroyed,” KJV; 
“brought to nothing,” ESV; “done away with,” NIV). When the sinless Christ 
died on the cross for our sins, He stripped sin of its power to corrupt and kill. 
Thus, when sinners are united with Christ in faith, He destroys the power of 
the sin nature to rule in their hearts. 

Second, through faith in Christ the sinner is set free from sin’s bondage. 
God works through Jesus’ crucifixion so that believers are no longer … 
enslaved to sin. A person who is charged with committing a crime but dies 
before the trial can no longer be tried and convicted. Similarly, when we 
as sinners are united with Christ by faith in His atoning death, we stand 
forgiven of our sins. We have been freed not only from sin’s power but also 
from its penalty.

ALIVE IN CHRIST (Rom. 6:8-11)

The believer gains eternal life through the resurrection of Jesus. Sin’s 
consequence (death) no longer serves as master over the believer. 

VERSE 8

Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live 

with him, 

Paul quickly connected Christ’s death and resurrection with their spiritual 
effect on the believer. The phrase if we died with Christ should be understood 
here as affirming the statement as true (see 6:3-4). In other words, Paul was 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Baptism” on pages 170–172 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How does a new 

believer’s baptism by immersion in water depict the greater spiritual reality 

of being united with Christ in His death and resurrection? 
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reiterating the truth he had established in the previous verses in order to 
emphasize the result: we believe that we will also live with the resurrected 
Christ. The new life in which our sins have been forgiven and the power 
of sin over us has been broken forever stems from the reality of Christ’s 
resurrection. The phrase with him refers not only to the believer’s future 
dwelling with Christ in heaven but also to the Christian’s victorious, holy 
living in the here and now. The life Christ gives to believers has abundant 
and eternal qualities (John 10:10,28). Our communion with the risen Lord 
continues each day, giving us spiritual victory.

VERSE 9

because we know that Christ, having been raised from the dead, 

will not die again. Death no longer rules over him.

Jesus’ death and resurrection involved two powerful truths. First, His 
sacrificial death made atonement for our sins once and for all. He did not 
need to offer Himself over and over as a sacrifice as the Old Testament 
sacrificial system had required with animal sacrifices (see Heb. 9:8-14; 
10:10-14). Second, Christ’s having been raised from the dead in a glorified 
body meant that He would never have to experience physical death again. 

Paul went on to declare that death no longer rules over Christ. Indeed, 
because He never sinned, death never had power over Him. He submitted to 
physical death on the cross only as a willing sacrifice for our sins. In doing 
so, Christ atoned for our sins once and for all. Further, He defeated death.

VERSE 10

For the death he died, he died to sin once for all time; but the life 

he lives, he lives to God.

In an unusual turn of phrase, Paul appealed to the death He (Christ) 
died as grounds for Christ’s never having to die again. The phrase can be 
explained in two possible ways. First, it can be explained as referring to 
the substitutionary nature of Jesus’ death. His death was for others (see 
2 Cor. 5:21). Second, the phrase may refer to physical death. Because He was 
sinless, Jesus never experienced spiritual death. In either case, through His 
death and resurrection, Jesus’ victory over death was final and complete. 

In contrast to Christ’s atoning death on the cross, which was unrepeatable, 
His resurrected life goes on eternally. He is the Alpha and Omega, the 
Beginning and the End, the One who was and is and is to come. (Rev. 1:8; 
21:6). He lives to God, meaning His life is that of God and for God. Likewise, 
the new life believers experience through faith in Jesus is not only everlasting 
but also directed to the God who redeemed us from the curse of sin.
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VERSE 11

So, you too consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in 

Christ Jesus. 

Because believers are united with Christ, we enjoy the benefits of His 
resurrected life. Believers can therefore consider (“reckon,” KJV; “count,” 
NIV) themselves as dead to sin and alive to God. The Greek word rendered 
consider was an accounting term that described balancing the books to find 
one’s true financial situation. Accordingly, when Christians take into account 
their situation in Christ, they can mark down two realities: one, they are dead 

to sin forever; and two, they are alive to God for eternity. 

TOOLS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS (Rom. 6:12-14)

Paul called on believers to live according to the righteousness they had been 
given through Christ. Having been made alive through the resurrection, 
believers are to offer themselves to God, not to sin. 

VERSE 12

Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body, so that you 

obey its desires. 

Because the Holy Spirit resides in Christians, we are given the capacity to say 
no to sin and yes to God. Paul admonished the Roman believers to not let 
sin reign in their lives. The idea of sin’s reign points back to the enslavement 
unbelievers experience (see 6:6). Paul was using a literary device known as 
personification to show the way sin seeks to control people’s lives. Because they 
were saved, however, believers were no longer under the dominance of sin. 

Paul’s reference to the mortal body emphasizes that sin is expressed 
through humans’ physical desires and bodies. He urged believers not to obey 
sin’s desires since they had been set free from sin’s control in Christ. The 
Greek word rendered desires can often be translated “lusts” (KJV), “passions” 
(ESV), or “evil desires” (NIV). 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Death” on pages 405–406 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are the 

three types of death described in the article? How did the death and 

resurrection of Christ impact each of these three types of death? 
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VERSE 13

And do not offer any parts of it to sin as weapons for 

unrighteousness. But as those who are alive from the dead, 

offer yourselves to God, and all the parts of yourselves to God as 

weapons for righteousness. 

Paul continued the theme that believers are not to yield their bodies to sin’s 
temptations. The term rendered offer refers to giving a sacrifice. It also 
carries the idea of putting oneself at another’s disposal. Paul wanted the 
Romans to understand their responsibility in making godly choices. They 
could surrender themselves in any situation to serve sin or to serve God. 

Paul described the believer’s decision to serve sin as giving any 
parts of their physical nature as weapons (“instruments,” KJV; ESV) 
for unrighteousness (“wickedness,” NIV). Using the terminology of 
weaponry evokes imagery of spiritual warfare in the battle between sin and 
righteousness (see Eph. 6:10-13). Although Paul had not visited Rome, his 
apostolic calling gave him the authority to speak imperatively to believers. 
They were not to obey sinful desires but were to make their lives a daily 
offering to the Lord as weapons of righteousness (see Rom. 12:1-2).

VERSE 14

For sin will not rule over you, because you are not under the law 

but under grace.

In a declaration of victory, Paul proclaimed that sin would not rule over 
the Roman believers. They were free to live holy lives not as a result of their 
personal efforts but because in Christ they were not under the law but 
under grace. The Greek terms rendered rule and under relate to authority. 
Sin could no longer claim authority in believers’ lives because they had been 
redeemed. In Christ, they were under a different authority, God’s grace. 
Living in Christ’s power demonstrates our submission to His lordship. 

Being under grace does not mean Christians are free to sin but rather are 
free from sin. As believers, we have the power through the Holy Spirit to 
yield to God in every attitude, decision, and action. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

How have you recently experienced Christ’s power in you to reject the 

temptation to sin? How have you offered yourself to God as a “weapon of 

righteousness”? 
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R
Salvation comes through Jesus’ death and resurrection.

A young couple sat nestled in their aisle-side theater seats, watching the 
movie with a tub of popcorn and soft drinks in hand. The movie’s plot was 
riveting, its cinematography was vivid, and the acting was superb—truly 
a well-produced film. With the big screen and special sound effects, some 
of the dramatized scenes screamed with brutality. Many viewers in the 
theater reacted viscerally to the horror portrayed. However, the young couple 
continued to watch placidly and nibble on their snacks, even as the action 
portrayed Roman soldiers scourging Jesus’ back to a bloody pulp and forcing 
a thorny wreath down on His forehead. Then came the gruesome crucifixion 
scene, a depiction that gripped most of the audience with deep emotion. But 
the couple on the aisle appeared unfazed; they just sat back and kept eating.

It is startling to me that today even some Christians have anesthetized 
themselves to the pain that Christ endured on the cross. Further, we 
sometimes minimize the glory of Christ’s resurrection to the point that it 
seems unimpressive. Have we heard the gospel story so often that it has 
become less impactful with each retelling? Or is the problem deeper? Perhaps 
the cruelty of Jesus’ crucifixion offends our sensibilities so much that we 
subtly hide ourselves from its reality. In the process, we may also suppress 
the splendor of His resurrection. 

Our thrill before the empty tomb increases in direct proportion to our 
terror at the cross. We need to allow Christ’s death to confront our horrendous 
sin that necessitated His suffering. Only then can we truly celebrate and 
share in the joy of His resurrection victory over death and the grave. 

Both aspects of the gospel message are vital. The terrible truth of Jesus’ 
death should convict us of sin that required such a precious payment. God’s 
judgment of sin pronounces His righteous penalty of death, but His grace 
intercedes by placing our punishment on Christ. Yet, if Jesus’ death were the 
end of the story, there would be no gospel to tell. The good news declares that 
Jesus was resurrected from the grave, victorious over death. Further, Christ’s 
gospel promises life to all who repent of their sins and place their faith in 
Jesus Christ—who was crucified for our sins and raised for our salvation!

Session 7 > Luke 24:1-12
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

LUKE 24

Looking through the lens of faith, most believers accept the accounts of 
Jesus’ resurrection at face value. However, people who do not start from a 
position of belief often demand more evidence. Such was the case in the first 
century AD. As a Gentile Christian, Luke wanted other Gentiles in the Greek-
speaking world to know about (and believe) the events surrounding Jesus’ 
life, death, and resurrection. Accordingly, he used eyewitness testimonies to 
provide credible accounts of this incredible gospel story.

Luke 24 contains the firsthand descriptions of events by people who saw 
the empty tomb and encountered the risen Christ. This session’s context 
actually begins at the end of Luke 23 with the women who accompanied 
Jesus from Galilee. These women had witnessed the crucifixion and then 
followed the men who removed Jesus’ body from the cross and transported 
Him to a nearby cave-tomb for burial. Noting the tomb’s location, the women 
returned to the city to gather burial spices, intending to come back after the 
Sabbath Day to put the spices around Jesus’ body (23:50-56). Luke 24 opens 
with the women’s return to the tomb early on the first day of the week.

In 24:1-12, the women who returned to the tomb early on Sunday 
morning encountered “two men … in dazzling clothes” (angels) who declared 
that Jesus had risen from the dead just as He had said He would. Although 
terrified by the unexpected visitors, the women remembered Jesus’ words 
and left quickly to tell the disciples what they had seen and heard. Most of 
the disciples did not believe the women’s testimony. However, Peter decided 
to go to the tomb and check out their story. He too found that Jesus’ body 
was no longer in the tomb; only the linen wrappings remained.  

In 24:13-35, Luke reported the risen Christ’s appearance to two disciples 
(not part of the Eleven) who left the group in Jerusalem to return to their 
home. As the two disciples walked toward the village of Emmaus, arguing 
about the events culminating in Jesus’ death and burial, Christ came 
alongside them and joined in their conversation, reminding them of what the 
prophets had foretold about the Messiah. The two disciples did not recognize 
the risen Lord at this time, but they invited Him to stay overnight with them 
in Emmaus. As the three ate a meal together, with Jesus serving as the host, 
the two disciples suddenly realized who He was. Jesus then disappeared 
from their sight, and the two disciples immediately returned to Jerusalem 
to tell the larger group of disciples about their experience. 

Luke 24:36-49 then reports that the risen Christ appeared to the larger 
group of disciples in Jerusalem, most of whom still struggled to believe the 
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reality of the resurrection. Jesus then did four things to erase the disciples’ 
doubts. First, He invited them to look at (and even touch) His nail-scarred 
hands and feet to verify that He was not a ghost. Second, He ate a piece 
of broiled fish in front of them. Third, He reminded the disciples what the 
Scriptures taught about the Messiah—in particular, that the Messiah would 
“suffer and rise from the dead the third day” (24:46). Fourth, Christ reminded 
His disciples they were now witnesses of His resurrection and would soon be 
empowered by the Holy Spirit to take the gospel message “to all the nations, 
beginning at Jerusalem” (24:47). 

Luke concluded his Gospel account with a brief description of Christ’s 
ascension into heaven from a location in “the vicinity of Bethany” (24:50). 
The disciples witnessed this amazing event, worshiped the Lord, and then 
returned joyfully to Jerusalem, where “they were continually in the temple 
praising God” (24:53) as they awaited the empowerment of the Spirit.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

DISCOVERED (Luke 24:1-3)

A group of women followers returned to Jesus’ burial place early on Sunday 
morning to place spices around the body. Upon arrival, they found the stone 
had been rolled away from the tomb’s entrance and Jesus’ body was absent. 

VERSE 1

On the first day of the week, very early in the morning, they came 

to the tomb, bringing the spices they had prepared.

In the traditional historical timeline, Jesus died on the cross outside Jerusalem 
on Friday (as the day is called today) around three in the afternoon. In 
Jewish belief, to leave an executed victim’s body hanging overnight brought 
a curse on the victim and defiled the land of promise (Deut. 21:22-23). To 
complicate matters in the case of Jesus’ crucifixion, the next day—which in 
Jewish reckoning began at sunset on Friday evening—was a Sabbath Day 
(Saturday). The request for, removal from the cross, and burial of Jesus’ body 
in a nearby tomb was therefore hastily carried out. The women followers of 
Christ who watched as His body was wrapped in linen strips and sealed in the 
tomb went into the city and purchased burial spices, but the Sabbath began 
before they could return to complete the burial process (see Luke 23:50-56). 

By the first day of the week—Sunday—Jesus’ body would have been in 
the tomb for parts of three days. However, the women who had seen Jesus’ 
entombment were determined to complete the burial rituals. So they returned 
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to the tomb very early in the morning. Other Gospel accounts specify the 
women came before dawn (Matt. 28:1), while it was still dark (John 20:1). 

First-century Jews did not practice embalming. Instead, they packed a 
mixture of spices and perfumes around the deceased person’s corpse to mask 
the odor of decay. The women who followed Jesus thus brought the spices 
they had prepared for His body. The women’s motives were their love for 
Jesus and desire to honor Him even after His death. Yet, their generous and 
compassionate act also reveals they did not anticipate His resurrection. 

VERSES 2-3

They found the stone rolled away from the tomb. They went in but 

did not find the body of the Lord Jesus.

Mark reported in his Gospel account that the women discussed before they 
arrived at the tomb the problem of moving the large stone away from the 
entrance (Mark 16:3). They must have been surprised, therefore, to find 
the stone rolled away from the tomb. Matthew’s Gospel gives additional 
details about the removal of the stone, including a violent tremor that 
occurred just as an angel appeared to roll back the stone (see Matt. 28:2). 
Of course, the stone’s removal was not required for the resurrected Christ 
to exit the tomb. His resurrected body was no longer limited by the physical 
laws of time or space. He could appear to His disciples in a locked room and 
later simply disappear from their midst (John 20:19,26). The stone was rolled 
away so that His followers could see for themselves what had happened.

The firsthand testimony of the resurrection began when the women 
entered the tomb but did not find the body of the Lord Jesus. This event 
in itself was not all the proof Jesus’ disciples would require—or receive—to 
believe in the resurrection. Mary Magdalene thought at first that the tomb’s 
caretaker had moved Jesus’ body during the night (John 20:15). Simon Peter 
was amazed by the empty tomb, yet was uncertain about what it meant until 
the risen Lord appeared to him (Luke 24:12; John 20:3-10). Thomas refused 
to believe in the resurrection until he could touch the wounds in the risen 
Christ’s hands and side (John 20:24-25). 

EXPLORE FURTHER

In light of Jesus’ predictions that He would be raised from the dead, why 

do you think the disciples and women were surprised about finding the 

empty tomb? What ideas do people give today for their unwillingness to 

believe in the resurrection? 

© 2019 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



69Se ssion 7:   Raised!

REPORTED (Luke 24:4-9)

Two angels appeared before the women, declaring that Jesus was resurrected. 
They reminded the women of the words of Jesus in Galilee when He spoke 
about His death and resurrection. The women reported all they experienced 
to the eleven disciples. 

VERSE 4

While they were perplexed about this, suddenly two men stood by 

them in dazzling clothes.

God does not leave His people in confusion. He wants them to understand 
the truth, especially the truth about Jesus Christ. 

As the women followers of Christ stood perplexed (“wondering,” NIV)
inside the empty tomb, suddenly two men stood by them in dazzling 
clothes. The Greek word rendered perplexed literally means “to be without 
a way.” It can refer to doubting, being confused, or being puzzled about 
something. The women did not consider that a resurrection had occurred. In 
their continuing grief they were deeply confused by the situation.

The two men who suddenly appeared beside them were angels (see Luke 
24:23; Matt. 28:5). Their appearance in dazzling clothes emphasizes their 
angelic nature. Brilliant light symbolizes the glory of the Lord and the 
spiritual insight He gives His people (Luke 2:9; John 8:12). 

While the Gospels of Matthew and Mark mention only one angel at the 
scene, these Gospel writers may have been focused only on the angel who 
spoke to the women (see Matt. 28:2-7; Mark 16:5-7). John’s Gospel, like the 
Gospel of Luke, reports the presence of two angels (see John 20:12). 

VERSE 5

So the women were terrified and bowed down to the ground. “Why 

are you looking for the living among the dead? ” asked the men. 

In Scripture, the appearance of angels to humans nearly always evoked an 
initial response of fear. Not surprisingly, then, the women at the empty tomb 
at first were terrified (“afraid,” KJV; “frightened,” ESV). They immediately 
bowed down to the ground in a show of fear and respect. 

Instead of making a direct explanation of the situation, the angels posed 
a question designed to challenge the women’s doubts about Jesus’ status. 
They questioned the reason that the women would search for the living 
among the dead. The implication of their question was clear: Christ was no 
longer in the tomb because He was alive, not dead. The grieving women were 
searching for their Lord in the wrong place! 
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VERSES 6-7

He is not here, but he has risen! Remember how he spoke to you 

when he was still in Galilee, saying, ‘It is necessary that the Son 

of Man be betrayed into the hands of sinful men, be crucified, and 

rise on the third day’?”

The angels then declared openly the truth they implied in their rhetorical 
question: He is not here, but he has risen! Jesus’ lifeless body had not been 
stolen by enemies or moved to another place for burial by His disciples. He 
had risen from the dead and vacated the tomb with victorious power. He had 
left behind the grave wrappings to be clothed in a glorified body. He was—
and forever is—risen indeed!

The angels prodded the women to remember that Jesus had predicted His 
suffering, death, and resurrection to His followers on at least three different 
occasions while he was still in the region of Galilee (Luke 9:22,44; 18:31-
33). The quotation voiced by the angels aligns closely with the prediction 
Jesus expressed following Simon Peter’s confession of Him as the Messiah 
(see Luke 9:18-22). 

Each part of Jesus’ saying is key to the gospel. His suffering, death, and 
resurrection were required to fulfill God’s plan of salvation. The words it is 
necessary (“must,” KJV; ESV; NIV) render a single Greek term that conveys 
a sense of oughtness, appropriateness, or requirement. Jesus did not mince 
words in His prediction. His followers should have remembered what He 
predicted—both His sacrifice and His victory. The sacrifice of His betrayal 
and crucifixion provided the necessary atonement offering for humanity’s 
sins. The victory of His resurrection ensured that not even physical death 
could separate believers from God’s love or from the eternal life He gives 
them at the resurrection. Jesus suffered scourging, humiliation, and the 
brutality of the cross for us—sinners.

Without the shame of the cross, there could be no glory of the resurrection. 
Just as it was necessary for Jesus to experience betrayal and death, it was 
essential for Him to rise on the third day. Without the resurrection, atoning 
salvation would not be available to anyone, for God validated Jesus’ messianic 
claims by raising His Son from the grave (see Eph. 1:20; 1 Pet. 1:21). 

VERSE 8

And they remembered his words.

As the women listened to the angels’ declaration, they remembered Jesus’ 
words. Perhaps we can envision glad smiles gradually creeping across the 
faces of these astonished women as they thought about Jesus’ teachings. 
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Even as He foretold His death, Jesus had done so with the quiet confidence 
of One who saw past the grave to the glory of the resurrection. Knowing that 
countless believers would be saved through His death and resurrection, Jesus 
endured the cross and its shame (see Heb. 12:2). The women remembered and 
believed. Jesus’ words had come true; His promises were fulfilled. He was 
alive, and this reality flooded the women’s hearts with hope and amazement.

VERSE 9

Returning from the tomb, they reported all these things to the 

Eleven and to all the rest. 

No one can hear such news and remain quiet. The women quickly left the 
angels. The phrase returning from the tomb indicates the women went 
back to Jerusalem. The disciples had been together in a closed room for fear 
of the Jewish authorities (John 20:19). If their Master had been executed, 
they reasonably expected their fate might be the same. Credit is due to these 
women who risked their safety and freedom to go to the tomb that morning.

Imagine the excitement the women must have shown as they reported 
all the things they had experienced. They not only had witnessed the empty 
tomb and heard the angelic pronouncement but also had encountered the risen 
Lord! Matthew’s Gospel reveals that Christ appeared to the women as they 
were on their way to tell the disciples what had happened (see Matt. 28:8-10).

Among the people receiving the women’s report were the Eleven apostles 
and a group identified simply as all the rest. The group of apostles were now 
minus Judas Iscariot, who had committed suicide as he grieved over his role 
in Jesus’ death (Matt. 27:3-5). The rest who heard the women’s report may 
have included some or all of the more than one hundred followers who were 
present later when Judas’s replacement was chosen (Act 1:15-26). 

Jesus was raised from the dead. What a change had come over these 
women who had been so sorrowful just a short time earlier! The risen Lord 
instructed the women to share the good news quickly and confidently. We 
too can be motivated by the resurrection of Jesus Christ to tell people we 
encounter about the good news—Jesus is alive!

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Resurrection of Jesus the Christ” on pages 1349–

1350 in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. 

Why is the truth of the resurrection of Jesus Christ so foundational to 

Christian faith (see 1 Cor. 15:14,17-19).

© 2019 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



72 E        B  

CONFIRMED (Luke 24:10-12)

Luke named three of the women followers who had seen the empty tomb and 
heard the angels’ declaration. The apostles initially discounted the women’s 
report as nonsense. Peter, however, went to the tomb, discovered the linen 
wrappings, and returned to his home in amazement. 

VERSE 10

Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, and the 

other women with them were telling the apostles these things.

Confirmation of any historical event solidifies when multiple eyewitnesses 
give the same account of it. By the time the risen Lord ascended, more 
than five hundred people had encountered Him (see 1 Cor. 15:6). Initially, 
however, this small group of women was privileged to see the empty tomb 
and the living Lord. 

Luke identified three of the women by name: Mary Magdalene, Joanna, 
and Mary the mother of James. Mary Magdalene had met Jesus during His 
ministry in Galilee. Her devotion to Christ was in no small part a response 
to His delivering her from demonic oppression (see Mark 16:9; Luke 8:1-2). 
Joanna probably was the same woman identified in Luke 8:3 as “the wife of 
Chuza [KYOO zuh], Herod’s steward.” Her husband served in a responsible 
position in the court of Herod Antipas, the ruler of Galilee. Mary the mother 

of James most likely was not the wife of Zebedee the fisherman and mother 
of their sons, James and John (see Matt. 4:21; Luke 5:10). Rather, she was 
the mother of two lesser-known followers of Jesus, James and Joseph (see 
Matt. 27:56; Mark 15:40).

As these women were telling the apostles these things, one wonders if 
in their excitement they all spoke at once. This news was too astonishing to be 
reported quietly and orderly. The women’s enthusiasm may have contributed 
to the hesitancy with which the disciples received their news. 

VERSE 11

But these words seemed like nonsense to them, and they did not 

believe the women. 

Whether it was confusion in the telling or the unexpectedness of hearing the 
Lord Jesus was alive, the disciples at first did not believe the women. The 
news being relayed to them seemed too good to be true. 

Even when Jesus later appeared to the entire group of disciples (minus 
Thomas), some followers were so overwhelmed they had difficulty believing 
what their eyes beheld in front of them (see Luke 24:41). Lest we rush to 
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fault Thomas for his initial unwillingness to believe, we should remember 
that none of Christ’s followers—the women, Simon Peter, and the rest of the 
apostles and disciples—believed until they actually encountered the risen 
Lord (see Luke 24:36-42). 

VERSE 12

Peter, however, got up and ran to the tomb. When he stooped to 

look in, he saw only the linen cloths. So he went away, amazed at 

what had happened.

After the women told the group about the remarkable things they had 
witnessed at the empty tomb, the apostle Peter wanted to see for himself. 
John’s Gospel reports that another apostle—most likely John, the son of 
Zebedee and the writer of the Fourth Gospel—also went with Peter to the 
tomb (John 20:3-7). In both accounts, Peter looked inside the tomb and saw 
only the linen cloths lying there. 

Peter often had acted impetuously as a disciple, and this day was no 
different. He not only stooped to look into the tomb but also—according 
to John’s Gospel account—entered the tomb and observed the place where 
Jesus’ body had been laid (see John 20:6-7). But Jesus was not there. No 
stench of death hung in the air. Jesus’ body had not suffered decay; it had 
been transformed in resurrection power.

As Peter went away, perhaps he returned to the city at a slower pace than 
he had come to the tomb. He walked along in amazement, searching for 
possible answers to the scene he had witnessed. The Greek term translated 
amazed carries the idea of wonder and astonishment. If the empty tomb 
made Peter marvel, how much more intense would be his response when 
Jesus appeared to him (see Luke 24:34)! 

These various groups and individuals were not the only eyewitnesses who 
confirmed Jesus’ resurrection. Many others encountered the risen Lord before 
His ascension (1 Cor. 15:6). As believers, we too are witnesses of the risen 
Christ by faith. Our testimonies may encounter similar skepticism today as 
did the women’s testimony on that first resurrection morning. Regardless of 
the response, may we never stop telling others that Christ is risen indeed!

EXPLORE FURTHER

How has the reality of Jesus’ resurrection from the dead encouraged 

you in times of grief and loss? How does it strengthen you in facing the 

prospect of your own physical death?
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S
All who accept the gospel have a sure hope for a future as 
children of God.

The woman seemed broken. Looking to be in her mid-50s, she wept openly as 
she knelt at the steps along the front of the worship center platform. She did 
not seem concerned in the least about what others might think of her. Her 
spiritual struggle had morphed into a torrent of tears as she sought God’s 
forgiveness with halting words punctuated by deep sobs.  

The speaker had not been emotional in his presentation or especially 
urgent in his invitation. Still, the Holy Spirit had used the preacher’s gospel 
message to touch many hearts, including mine. I noticed the sobbing lady 
because I was on my knees at the steps nearby. I had just completed my 
prayer to God for a deeper surrender to Christ’s lordship when I heard the 
woman’s cries. My first thought was to approach the woman and offer to pray 
with her. But I quickly noticed that the preacher already had knelt beside her 
and was offering help. I could overhear the woman telling him that she was 
afraid she might not ever have been genuinely saved.  

The wise minister took the time then and there to gently lead the woman 
to tell about her spiritual experience. As she did, the preacher helped give her 
assurance that her profession of faith in Christ years before had been genuine. 
Yes, she had faltered in her faith and needed to ask God’s forgiveness for sins 
she had committed, but the Lord Jesus had not abandoned her as His child. 
In fact, her sorrowful response to the Spirit’s conviction of sin was evidence 
that she was a child of God. By the end of their conversation, the woman was 
able to affirm her eternal security in Christ. Her sorrow was transformed 
into a radiant smile as she found a renewed sense of peace with God. 

In this session’s Bible passage, Paul assured the believers in Rome that 
a Christian’s salvation in Christ is secure. A sheep may sometimes stray 
away from the flock and from the shepherd; nevertheless it remains a sheep. 
Similarly, a child of God may falter and commit sin, yet that believer forever 
remains part of God’s family. Those who are born again in Christ cannot 
become “unborn.” To repent of sin and receive Jesus as Savior means that 
God’s Spirit will bear witness that the believer is a child of God (Rom. 8:16).

Session 8 > Romans 8:12-25
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 8:1-39

The struggle with sin yields to the victory of Jesus Christ in the closing verses 
of Romans 7. Paul had meticulously laid the foundation regarding every 
person’s guilt before God. After showing how both Gentiles and Jews were 
accountable for sin, the apostle bared his soul, revealing a spiritual conflict. 
With a cry of anguish, he asked who could deliver him before answering with 
a triumphant declaration: “Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” 
(Rom. 7:25). This dramatic declaration then led Paul to show in Romans 8 
how the Holy Spirit helps believers live the victorious Christian life. 

Paul began the chapter by contrasting life under the law versus life in the 
Spirit (8:1-11). The law reveals the sin of living in the flesh. Because of faith 
in Christ’s atoning sacrifice on the cross, believers are given new life in the 
realm of the Spirit. The indwelling Spirit empowers believers to live out their 
new life in Christ. That empowerment is demonstrated as believers follow 
the Spirit rather than the desires of the flesh. The Spirit produces life and 
peace, while the flesh ends in sin and death. 

In 8:12-17, Paul used the imagery of adoption to emphasize the believer’s 
secure relationship with God. Living by the Spirit and not by the desires of the 
flesh evidences that the believer is indeed a child of God. That relationship is 
one of spiritual intimacy and guaranteed inheritance. Those who are children 
of God by faith are “heirs of God and coheirs with Christ” (8:17). 

Freedom in the Spirit was Paul’s focus in 8:18-30. Believers receive the 
indwelling Holy Spirit as the firstfruits of their adoption into God’s redeemed 
family. Through the Spirit’s presence, Christians experience hope as they 
look forward to the completion of redemption at Christ’s second coming. 
Positionally, Christians enjoy the status of being part of God’s redeemed 
family even while continuing to battle with temptations of the flesh in this 
life. Practically, the Holy Spirit empowers growing believers to say no to 
the flesh and live according to the Spirit. For example, the Spirit not only 
empowers believers to pray effectively but also intercedes for Christians who 
find themselves in situations in which they do not know what to pray. The 
Spirit’s ultimate goal is to fashion believers into the image of Christ.

The final section of the chapter, Romans 8:31-39, circles back to focus 
again on the believer’s freedom from condemnation. Because Jesus paid the 
penalty for our sins, we as believers stand before God without accusation. 
Because of God’s great love for us in Christ, we cannot ever again be separated 
from Him. Because Jesus died for us and was raised for our justification, we 
can live here and now in the assurance of His love and life.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

ETERNAL FUTURE (Rom. 8:12-13)

Through faith in Jesus, believers in effect put to death the deeds of the flesh 
in exchange for life in the Spirit. By living according to the Spirit, Christians 
demonstrate that they are children of God. 

VERSE 12

So then, brothers and sisters, we are not obligated to the flesh to 

live according to the flesh, 

Paul built practical spiritual applications upon theological foundations. He 
often set forth a basic principle and then laid out how the principle works 
in life. In Romans 8:1-11, Paul articulated the principle that believers are 
no longer under condemnation of the law of sin and death. Instead, God 
condemned sin itself through the death and resurrection of Christ. In Christ, 
believers have been set free from the law of sin and death. 

With the words so then (“therefore,” KJV; NIV), Paul introduced his 
explanation of the practical results of being liberated from sin’s condemnation. 
Throughout the letter, the apostle reached out to the Roman believers with 
personal interjections designed to demonstrate his spiritual affection for 
them. They were his brothers and sisters in Christ even though he had 
never met many—perhaps most—of them. 

Another way Paul connected with those who would receive his letter was 
by including himself alongside them in the application of spiritual truth. 
He did this by using the inclusive pronoun we to communicate that he was 
not preaching at them but sharing with them. He did not want the Roman 
believers to think that he viewed himself as spiritually superior to them.

Paul then declared that as a result of being set free from the law of sin 
and death in Christ, believers are not obligated … to live according to the 
flesh. The Greek term rendered flesh is used in this context to refer to physical 
human desires and pleasures dominated by the sin nature. It describes a life 
guided not by the Spirit of God but by self, sin, and Satan.

The Greek word translated obligated (“debtors,” KJV; ESV) is a financial 
term that means “to owe, to have a debt.” Under the law, a debtor is bound 
to work to pay off the debt. Similarly, an unbeliever—one who is “owned” 
by sin, self, and Satan—is incapable of doing anything other than pay off 
that sin-debt by living according to the flesh. The good news, according to Paul, 
is that the believer no longer owes that debt. Christians have been bought 
with a price (Christ’s atoning sacrifice), belong to God’s redeemed family, 
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and are temples in which the Holy Spirit dwells forever (see 1 Cor. 6:19-20). 
They have been liberated from the flesh to live according to the Spirit. 

VERSE 13

because if you live according to the flesh, you are going to die. But 

if by the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body, you will live. 

This verse can be misunderstood if not considered in its context. On the 
surface, some might conclude Paul was suggesting that salvation is based on 
works—that is, on the way people live. However, many other clear statements 
by Paul declaring that salvation is by grace through faith in Jesus overturn 
such a conclusion (see Rom. 3:28; Gal. 2:15-16; 3:22; Eph. 2:8-9). 

One clue to correctly understand Paul’s argument here lies in the words 
because if you. The word because shows a cause-effect relationship between 
what Paul stated about the Roman Christians in the previous verse: they 
(and Paul) were no longer bound to obey the self-destructive desires of the 
sin nature. That debt had been paid in full by Jesus’ atoning death on the 
cross, and the Lord’s resurrection had put death itself to death. Thus, Paul 
was drawing a stark contrast between the result of living apart from salvation 
in Christ (if you live according to the flesh) and living as a believer (if by 
the Spirit you put to death the deeds of the body). The former way of life 
leads to death; the way of salvation leads to Spirit-empowered, God-given, 
eternal life. The believer’s Christlike lifestyle is thus an evidence of salvation 
by grace through faith in Jesus.

It should be emphasized that Paul declared the believer’s capacity to 
put to death the deeds of the body depends on the Spirit’s empowerment. The 
Spirit enables us as believers to say no to sinful desires and yes to the way 
of righteousness. We do not have the power within us to defeat sin, much 
less put to death its control over us. But the indwelling Spirit has that power! 
And the risen Lord has promised His followers that the Spirit will diligently 
exercise His power in us as we cooperate with Him in faith (see Luke 24:46-
49; Acts 1:8).

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Flesh and Spirit” on pages 578–579 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are some 

evidences that a person is living “according to the flesh”? How does the 

Holy Spirit empower believers to “put to death” worldly living (deeds of 

the body)?
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ETERNAL INHERITANCE (Rom. 8:14-18)

Believers have been adopted into God’s family; they no longer have to 
fear slavery to sin. As His children, Christians can anticipate an eternal 
inheritance far more valuable than anything they might receive on earth.  

VERSE 14

For all those led by God’s Spirit are God’s sons.

Christians’ eternal inheritance begins in this life. It starts with our 
identification as God’s children. The phrase God’s sons can be understood 
in this context to include both male and female believers. Through faith in 
the Son of God, believers are adopted as the true spiritual children of the 
Heavenly Father. In this life, children may receive a family inheritance after 
their parents have died. Believers’ eternal inheritance begins, however, 
the moment they trust in Jesus Christ. Of course, the beginning of that 
inheritance is but a glimpse of what it will be in its completeness in heaven. 
Nevertheless, the down payment that believers receive in this life is truly 
life-changing!

Even now, Christians receive the eternal benefit of being led by God’s 
Spirit. Perhaps Paul had in the back of his mind here the majestic statement 
by King David in Psalm 23:3. Speaking of the Lord as his Shepherd, David 
declared, “He renews my life; he leads me along the right paths for his 
name’s sake.” Or perhaps Paul heard the echoes of Jesus the good Shepherd’s 
words: “My sheep hear my voice, I know them, and they follow me. I give 
them eternal life, and they will never perish” (John 10:27-28). In any case, 
the triune God—Father, Son, and Spirit—works in perfect unity to lead His 
people through this life and into the full inheritance of eternal life. 

VERSE 15

You did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear. 

Instead, you received the Spirit of adoption, by whom we cry out, 

“Abba, Father!”

Another present benefit of the believer’s eternal inheritance is the victory 
over fear, especially the fear of death and being separated forever from God 
and His redeemed family. Christians do not receive a spirit of slavery 
when the Holy Spirit comes to live in and guide them. They are no longer 
controlled by a crippling dread that God doesn’t love them or they haven’t 
done enough to earn His favor. 

Paul inserted between the two main thoughts in this verse a powerful 
word of contrast—instead (“but,” KJV; ESV; “rather,” NIV). With this word, 
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the apostle assured believers that they are under a different ruler, the Spirit 
of adoption, who guarantees them a new, eternal family relationship with 
God through Christ. 

Paul declared with passion that the Spirit’s indwelling presence enables 
the believer to cry out, “Abba, Father!” The Aramaic term Abba has often 
been compared to what a young child today might call his or her father—
Daddy or Da-da. It is a term of endearment and trust. Paul’s point is dramatic 
and clear. The believer who finds himself or herself confronted by Satan’s 
accusations that God doesn’t care or that he or she not really saved need not 
be controlled by that fear. The believer can simply call out for Abba, and the 
heavenly Father will come to the rescue of His child.

VERSE 16

The Spirit himself testifies together with our spirit that we are 

God’s children, 

Paul further explained that the Holy Spirit’s indwelling presence testifies 
together with our spirit as believers that we are God’s children. As 
described in the opening paragraphs of this session, sometimes downcast 
or faltering Christians may struggle over the assurance of their salvation. At 
such times, the Spirit himself becomes an authoritative witness regarding 
someone’s status in God’s family. Satan or one of his minions (fear, for 
example) might succeed in getting a believer to doubt his or her salvation. 
If, however, the Holy Spirit confirms in some manner the person’s salvation, 
then the argument is over. The fears are erased. The truth is established: this 
believer is God’s child—period! The Spirit may communicate this testimony 
through conviction of sin, guidance in a key decision, encouragement 
through another believer, or any number of other means. 

VERSE 17

and if children, also heirs—heirs of God and coheirs with Christ—

if indeed we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified 

with him.

Being heirs of God highlights another aspect of our eternal inheritance. 
Because we are His children, He makes us His heirs. Too often we focus only 
on the benefits of being God’s heirs. We think about the beauty of heaven 
and the mansions Christ has prepared for us (see John 14:2-3). We anticipate 
the benefits of a life absent from pain, sorrow, and death (see Rev. 21:4). 
Certainly, God has promised that such blessings await His redeemed people, 
along with much more than we could ever imagine (see 1 Cor. 2:9)! 
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However, being coheirs with Christ also can involved suffering with 
Him in this life. This statement does not mean that we somehow contribute 
to our own atonement for sin. Instead, the statement echoes Jesus’ warning 
to His disciples that they could expect to experience suffering because of the 
gospel just as the Lord Jesus did (see John 15:18-21). The good news is that 
if we suffer with Christ on account of our faith, we can be sure that we will 
ultimately be glorified with him. Whether in this life or the life to come, 
Christians will rejoice in the glory of Christ. 

VERSE 18

For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not 

worth comparing with the glory that is going to be revealed to us.

People react differently to various types of suffering. Most Christians in 
western society have not undergone the severity of religious persecution 
that many believers experience in other parts of the world. Rejection by 
friends or scoffing from a secular society cannot really compare to torture, 
imprisonment, and painful execution of entire families. 

When Paul wrote of the sufferings of this present time, he spoke from 
personal experience. He had been ridiculed, beaten, jailed, and even left for 
dead at one point. Christians of his day were routinely put in prison, expelled 
from cities, or killed for their faith. Paul’s idea of suffering included levels of 
pain most of us reading this session cannot imagine. Yet, the apostle viewed 
everything he endured as only “light affliction” (2 Cor. 4:17).

Beyond the distress felt by first-century disciples was the anguish Christ 
suffered as He bore the world’s sins on the cross. If we were truly to share 
in His sufferings, we would consider whatever this world throws at us to be 
relatively mild indeed!

Paul did not dwell on suffering because of the glory that lay beyond. Jesus 
endured the shame and pain of the cross “for the joy that lay before him.” 
(Heb. 12:2). Similarly, Paul endured great suffering for the gospel because he 
knew it could not compare to the glory that is going to be revealed in the 
life to come.  

EXPLORE FURTHER

What are some evidences that a person is a believer and is living by the 

Spirit? How does the promise of heaven help believers who encounter 

great suffering in this life? When have you been strengthened to live 

faithfully for Christ by remembering the promise of heaven?
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CREATION RESTORED (Rom. 8:19-22)

All of creation awaits redemption. God declared His creation as good, but 
humanity’s sin marred creation. Every part of creation was corrupted by that 
sin and waits to be set free from its consequences. 

VERSE 19

For the creation eagerly waits with anticipation for God’s sons to 

be revealed.

There will come a day when Christ will reveal redeemed humanity and 
will restore creation in a new heaven and earth. In that day to come, God’s 
sons will be revealed (“manifestation,” KJV), not for their glory but for 
God’s glory.

Paul used the literary device of personification to portray the creation 
eagerly waiting with anticipation. Virtually every human being knows 
how difficult it is to wait for an event (or person) that promises to bring 
something better. For believers, the anticipation of Christ’s return and the 
advent of the new heaven and earth under God’s perfect rule represents the 
pinnacle of Christian hope. Paul described the entire created universe as 
joining in that eager expectation. Just as the entire universe was corrupted 
by human sin, even so the creation will experience restoration at the second 
coming of Jesus Christ. God will recreate all things with the purpose and 
goodness of His original intention. Creation’s beauty and perfection will 
reflect the purity of its Creator and will therefore glorify Him.

VERSES 20-21

For the creation was subjected to futility—not willingly, but 

because of him who subjected it—in the hope that the creation 

itself will also be set free from the bondage to decay into the 

glorious freedom of God’s children.

The sin of the first humans, Adam and Eve, impacted not only them but 
also every facet of creation. The ground, for example, fell under the curse of 
sin not because it somehow participated in the first couple’s sin but so that 
one day the ground could be included in humanity’s restoration. Indeed, the 
entire created order was subjected to futility (“vanity,” KJV; “frustration,” 
NIV) by its Creator not as an act of vengeance but rather as an act of hope.

The biblical idea of hope refers to far more than wishful thinking. 
Biblical hope refers to anticipated certainty based on God’s promises and 
faithfulness. In other words, God’s subjecting the entire creation to futility 
as a result of human sin guaranteed that as sinful humanity was redeemed 
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from corruption through faith in Jesus Christ, even so would all creation be 
set free from the bondage to decay (“corruption,” KJV; ESV). 

Creation’s hope mirrors that of humanity. Paul described the bondage to decay 
that creation suffers at the present time. The same is true with human beings. 
Through Adam, sin entered the world, accompanied by death (see Rom. 5:12). 
From birth to death, people experience various stages of sin’s destruction. 
Salvation in Christ frees the human spirit, even though the physical body will 
one day return to the dust from which it was made (Gen. 3:19). 

Like the bondage of sin, the bondage to decay can only be reversed by the 
redemptive power of Christ. His resurrection overcame death. Even so, by 
His power not only are believers set free from sin but also creation itself will 
be set free from its bondage.

VERSE 22

For we know that the whole creation has been groaning together 

with labor pains until now. 

Continuing to use personification, Paul compared the whole creation to 
an expectant woman enduring labor pains (“the pains of childbirth,” ESV; 
NIV). The phrase until now does not mean that creation’s wait is already 
complete. Rather, the creation must wait just as believers must wait—until 
Christ’s return. When that event happens, God will fully restore His creation.

HUMANITY RESTORED (Rom. 8:23-25)

Just as creation awaits its redemption, so does humanity. The anticipation of 
redemption produces hope for all of God’s children. 

VERSE 23

Not only that, but we ourselves who have the Spirit as the 

firstfruits—we also groan within ourselves, eagerly waiting for 

adoption, the redemption of our bodies.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Future Hope” on pages 601–602 of the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What do you look 

forward to most about heaven? What are some other good things you 

anticipate in heaven?
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Believers experience even now a glimpse of what heaven will be like. That 
glimpse is made possible by the indwelling Holy Spirit. In fact, Paul declared 
that believers have the Spirit as the firstfruits of their redemption. The 
firstfruits of a harvest were considered to be the best and most treasured 
items. Paul used the idea of firstfruits to emphasize that the Spirit’s indwelling 
presence is a treasure—a treasure that guarantees the completion of salvation 
is beyond full comprehension in this life. In other words, for believers the 
best is yet to come; and it will be good beyond our imagination! 

For example, in this life we can only glimpse dimly what it will mean 
to experience eternal life in God’s family and, at long last, experience the 
redemption of our bodies. Scripture describes this process as mortality 
putting on immortality and corruption putting on incorruption (see 
1 Cor. 15:51-53). Our bodies will be transformed into the likeness of Christ’s 
resurrected and glorified body (Phil. 3:20-21).

VERSE 24

Now in this hope we were saved, but hope that is seen is not hope, 

because who hopes for what he sees?

We are saved by grace through faith (Eph. 2:8), yet hope also plays a role. As 
stated already, biblical hope refers to confident anticipation based on God’s 
promises and faithfulness. It is in this type of hope that believers were 
saved. We do not presently see its complete fulfillment, but we can glimpse 
enough to keep on living by faith. 

VERSE 25

Now if we hope for what we do not see, we eagerly wait for 

it with patience. 

By faith, we hope for what we do not see. When we exercise faith that 
produces hope without the demand for physical evidence, we can then 
eagerly wait for it. Our future hope creates a present reality of faith as we 
live securely as His children.

EXPLORE FURTHER

What is your understanding of the biblical concept of hope? What is 

the connection between the hope of heaven and living by faith in Jesus 

Christ? What events have helped you trust Jesus to bring about the 

promises of heaven? 
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S
Salvation has always been granted through faith.

They were four people with different life stories, but on this Sunday they 
shared a powerful bond. They were being baptized as followers of Jesus Christ.

Zak was in his thirties. He was married with two children. Life had been 
up and down for Zak—a few good days followed by more bad days. Zak’s wife, 
Shirley, accepted his roller-coaster emotions as their normal relationship. 
When Shirley became a Christian, however, Zak disapproved. His behavior 
became more erratic and disturbing, threatening their marriage. Finally Zak 
agreed to speak with a pastor who had recently befriended the couple. As the 
pastor earnestly explained Christ’s love not only for Shirley but also for him, 
Zak was moved in his heart with conviction. After a long pause, Zak looked 
at the pastor and said that he was ready to receive Christ as Savior just as his 
wife had done. The pastor joyfully led Zak to pray for salvation.

Timmy was only ten years old. His parents were Christians, and they had 
talked to Timmy about Jesus from his infancy. One day Timmy was sitting 
with his friends in their Sunday School class when the teacher explained 
the plan of salvation. Timmy realized that although he had not done a lot of 
bad things, he was a sinner and needed God’s forgiveness. After the worship 
service that day, Timmy asked his parents to tell him about being saved. 
They explained salvation in terms that Timmy could understand, then gladly 
watched and listened as their son prayed to receive Jesus as his Savior.

At eighty-four years of age, Kate knew that her life on earth would soon 
come to an end. She had been battling a serious illness for several years and 
was being cared for in the home of one of her adult children. She had never 
seen much sense in going to church, but her family did; so Kate went them 
when she felt up to it. One day, the church’s minister read some Scriptures 
that touched her heart. Kate understood for the first time that Jesus was 
real and that He loved her. She quietly prayed and placed her faith in Christ.

The following Sunday was the day that Shirley, Zak, Timmy, and Kate 
were all baptized. Four different people. Four different life stories. But on 
this day they shared a common bond in their lives. They were new Christians 
confessing their faith in one Lord and Savior through believer’s baptism. 

Session 9 > Romans 10:5-15
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 9:1–10:21

Having explored the spiritual responsibility of Gentiles and Jews and sharing 
his personal struggle, Paul returned to God’s desire that people be saved. 
He began by focusing on his fellow Jews. Paul’s advocacy on behalf of the 
Gentiles did not mean he loved his fellow Israelites any less. To the contrary, 
Paul passionately begged his people to turn to Jesus in faith.

God had blessed Israel in many ways. He gave them His covenant 
promises, entrusted them with the path of spiritual worship, and brought 
forth Jesus in the flesh through Jewish lineage. Yet, the Jews as a whole 
continued to disregard the Lord’s entreaties. As a result they—and anyone 
else who rejects Christ—remained outside of God’s true covenant of faith. 
They were in need of God’s saving grace. 

Even as Paul reached out to his fellow Jews concerning the gospel of 
salvation by grace through faith, he affirmed that God’s salvation was not 
a matter of physical lineage but of spiritual lineage. The key issue was faith 
as opposed to the inheritance of flesh. Although Abraham had two sons, 
Ishmael and Isaac, God’s promise would be fulfilled only through Isaac. 
Similarly, God chose Isaac’s son Jacob rather than Esau as the heir of the 
covenant promises. 

Romans 9:19 articulates an important question about God’s sovereign 
decisions. Should people be held responsible for God’s choices? Paul used 
a rhetorical device in many of his epistles to guide believers to the proper 
response. In all cases, God is righteous and just in His dealings with human 
beings. He wants people to be saved and has provided the means by which any 
person of any ethnic background can be made right with Him: through faith 
in Christ. Human refusal to submit to God does not make the Lord unjust. 

As support for God’s right application of justice and mercy, Paul appealed 
to various Old Testament prophets, especially Hosea and Isaiah. Paul used 
Hosea’s personal experience to show how God took a people who were 
not His and adopted them into His family. Similarly, the prophet Isaiah 
described how God preserved a remnant of faithful believers even when the 
vast majority of Israelites rebelled against Him. 

The gospel of salvation by grace through faith is available to every person 
—whether Jew or Gentile. The gospel calls for one’s total trust in Jesus 
Christ, who died for our sins and was raised for our justification. Such saving 
faith is expressed throughout one’s life, beginning with the confession 
that Jesus Christ is Lord. God promises that whoever calls on Him in faith 
will be saved.
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God chose Israel not only to receive the message of salvation but also to 
transmit it to the nations (see Isa. 49:6). By hearing God’s Word, people have 
the opportunity to believe and be saved. Paul quoted declarations by Isaiah 
and Moses to show that the Jews (on the whole) had defied God. God raised 
up another people—a people of faith—to provoke the Israelites to reconsider 
their sin and to return to the Lord. All people bear responsibility for their 
sin, but through Christ they can repent of sin, place their faith in Jesus, 
and be saved.

EXPLORE THE TEXT

CONFESS AND BELIEVE (Rom. 10:5-10)

Humanity is unable to attain righteousness through the law. Instead, 
salvation comes through confession and belief (faith) in the resurrected Jesus. 

VERSE 5

since Moses writes about the righteousness that is from the law: 

The one who does these things will live by them. 

In 10:1-4, Paul expressed his deep “heart’s desire” that more and more of 
his fellow Jews might be saved. He knew that many of them had a passion 
for God. What they did not have, however, was a true knowledge of God or 
of righteousness. They substituted self-righteousness for true righteousness. 
They refused to accept the truth that the law’s purpose was to guide people 
to faith in Christ as the source of righteousness.

Paul contrasted righteousness imputed by God through faith in Christ to 
the idea that people earn righteousness by keeping the law. He began in verse 
5 by stating succinctly what Moses taught about the righteousness that is 
from the law. The words the one who does these things will live by them 
evidently point to Leviticus 18:5, in which God says, “Keep my statutes 
and ordinances; a person will live if he does them. I am the Lord.” In other 
words, if people seek to be right with God by keeping the law, they must live 
faithfully according to all of the law’s commands all of the time. Not one slip. 
Not one failure. Not one act of defiance—however major or minor. Ever. And 
therein lies the dilemma for those who believe they can attain righteousness 
for themselves. No one—not even the most zealous Pharisee—can attain 
perfect righteousness according to the law. All have sinned (Rom. 3:23). 

Instead of being a way to achieve righteousness, the law reveals how far 
short every human being falls in meeting God’s standards. Thus, the law’s 
real purpose was to show us our desperate need of a Savior (see Gal. 3:22-26). 
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VERSES 6-7

But the righteousness that comes from faith speaks like this: 

Do not say in your heart, “Who will go up to heaven?” that is, to 

bring Christ down  or, “Who will go down into the abyss?” that is, 

to bring Christ up from the dead. 

In contrast to the unattainable righteousness of perfectly keeping the law 
stands the righteousness that comes from faith. The righteousness of 
faith does not rely on human achievement but on divine grace. Pointing 
again to what the law itself teaches, Paul drew from Deuteronomy 30:11-14, 
a passage in which Moses described how accessible life is for Israelites who 
trust in the Lord’s promises rather than their own efforts. 

Paul applied Moses’ point about life to the issue of righteousness in Christ. 
No one should think that righteousness was a matter of a person’s going up to 
heaven … to bring Christ down or going down into the abyss (“the deep,” 
KJV; NIV) to bring Christ up from the dead. In other words, no amount 
of human effort could possibly bring about either the Messiah’s incarnation 
or His resurrection from the dead. Every Israelite believed that the Lord God 
would send the Messiah in His timing and as an act of His grace. From the 
foundation of the world, God determined that Jesus the Messiah would come 
as the atoning sacrifice for human sin (Acts 2:23; 1 Pet. 1:19-20). Thus, only by 
God’s grace do we have access to salvation through faith in Christ. Only God 
could have accomplished the singular act that made salvation possible. 

VERSE 8

On the contrary, what does it say? The message is near you, in 

your mouth and in your heart. This is the message of faith that 

we proclaim: 

In this verse, Paul drew especially from Deuteronomy 30:14 to emphasize 
that God would not (and did not) make the way of righteousness too difficult 
for sinful humans to understand or so far out of reach that they could never 
attain it. On the contrary, God made certain that His way of salvation was 
accessible to all human beings—Jews and Gentiles—by making it a message 
of faith (“word of faith,” KJV; ESV).

To be sure, the Law of Moses had been a benefit for the Jews—just not 
for the purpose most first-century Jews imagined. The law revealed God’s 
holy character and expectations regarding human conduct. What it was never 
meant to do was provide a path of self-righteousness. Just the opposite, the law 
revealed the extent of humanity’s unrighteousness. It revealed that mankind 
desperately needs a Savior who can transform us from the inside out. 
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The gospel of Jesus Christ that Paul proclaimed was precisely the message 

of faith that all people could understand and embrace. It was as near (“nigh,” 
KJV) to any individual sinner as the person’s mouth and heart. The apostle 
proceeded in the next verse to explain why this truth is indeed good news 
for all people.

VERSE 9

If you confess with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in 

your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.

The “message of faith” (Rom. 10:8) involves the two components Moses 
mentioned in Deuteronomy 30:14—the mouth and the heart; however, Paul 
focused the components not on the law but on believing in Jesus Christ. In 
addition, we should understand the two components as inseparable; they are 
two aspects of one reality, and that reality is salvation.

The first component is confession. We associate confession primarily with 
words that we speak. In biblical thought, words are active and powerful. 
Scripture thus counsels us to always speak the truth in love, to say what we 
mean and mean what we say (Prov. 12:19; Matt. 12:36; Eph. 4:15). The verbal 
confession of faith for Christians is wrapped up in the declaration Jesus is 
Lord. Everything that a believer says and does should be consistent with 
this overarching truth. 

In the first-century world dominated by the Roman Empire, some 
emperors demanded ultimate loyalty from all of their subjects. If called upon 
to publicly confess loyalty, a subject was expected to declare that “Caesar is 
lord.” To refuse to do so was tantamount to treason, a crime punishable by 
death. Christians therefore realized the potential cost of openly confessing 
Jesus Christ as their Lord. No believer made such a confession lightly. 

Saving faith involves a genuine and unwavering commitment to Jesus’ 
lordship in all areas of life. This kind of confession must therefore be vitally 
connected to a transformed heart in which the Holy Spirit lives. In the 
biblical context, the heart represented not only the physical organ in one’s 
chest but also the seat of emotions and moral decision-making—the center 
of one’s very life (see Prov. 4:23). Thus, the genuine, saving confession that 
Jesus is Lord can only arise from a heart that truly believes God raised him 
from the dead. The resurrection of Jesus is just that pivotal to salvation and 
Christian faith. As Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 15:14, “If Christ has not been 
raised, then our proclamation [of the gospel] is in vain, and so is your faith.” 

Without equivocation, Paul declared that anyone who confesses such 
faith likewise possesses the greatest promise of Scripture: you will be saved. 
This quotation from Joel 2:32 reaches deep into the human spirit and offers 
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confident assurance. The law convicts us of falling short of God’s standards. 
It introduces the horrifying awareness that our best efforts are fruitless 
in achieving righteousness. In the end, the law drives us to the One who 
endured the cross and defeated the grave to make atonement for our sins and 
give us the certain hope of eternal life. 

VERSE 10

One believes with the heart, resulting in righteousness, and one 

confesses with the mouth, resulting in salvation. 

To emphasize the destiny-changing truth stated in the previous verse, 
Paul flipped the order of the two components, confession and belief, and 
underscored their impact. First, one believes with the heart. Saving faith 
is not merely intellectual assent (what you know) but heart transformation 
(whom you know and trust in—that is, the risen Lord Jesus). Second, 
one confesses with the mouth. Saving faith translates the heart’s deep 
conviction regarding Christ into holy living (righteousness), beginning with 
the bold, verbal confession that Jesus is Lord. It is a passionate conviction 
encompassing the mind, will, emotion, body, and spirit of the believer. 

Just as belief and confession are two aspects of one reality, even so 
righteousness and salvation should be understood as two aspects of one result. 
Salvation presents the result of saving faith from the standpoint of being 
rescued from sin, death, and hell. Jesus died on the cross for our sins. When 
we place our faith in Him as Savior, we are forgiven of our sins, delivered from 
sin’s guilt, and rescued from sin’s power. Righteousness presents the result 
of saving faith from the standpoint of being restored to a right relationship 
with God and being empowered to live for His glory. Our good deeds (that is, 
works of the law) can produce neither righteousness nor salvation. But the 
good news is that saving faith in Jesus Christ results in both salvation and a 
new life characterized by actions that please and honor God.

Salvation is accessible for every person who holds and confesses faith in 
Jesus as the resurrected Son of God. God guarantees that He will save any 
and all who place their faith in Jesus Christ. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Righteousness” on pages 1366–1367 in the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How would 

you explain the connection between confession with the mouth and belief 

in the heart? Why do you think Paul includes both as leading to salvation?
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WHOEVER (Rom. 10:11-13)

VERSE 11

For the Scripture says, Everyone who believes on him will not be 

put to shame, 

The introductory term for connects Paul’s upcoming quotation of Old 
Testament Scripture to the believer’s confession of faith in Romans 10:9-10. 
The words everyone who believes on him will not be put to shame are 
an allusion to Isaiah 28:16, in which the prophet Isaiah declared the Lord 
would lay a precious cornerstone in Zion so that those who trusted in that 
cornerstone would never be shaken, or disappointed. For believers, Christ is 
the promised Cornerstone of our salvation. He is the “source and perfecter of 
our faith” (Heb. 12:2). If we had to depend on our own ability to live perfectly 
according to the law, we would have good reason to fear disappointment and 
shame. By standing on the foundation of faith in Jesus, however, we can be 
sure of our salvation. We will never regret believing in Him. 

A second important aspect of Romans 10:11 is the invitation it offers for 
anyone to be saved. The term everyone is all-inclusive. Salvation through faith 
in Jesus is available to all people regardless of race or heritage.

VERSE 12

since there is no distinction between Jew and Greek, because the 

same Lord of all richly blesses all who call on him. 

Paul established early in his letter that in terms of sinfulness, the wrath of 
God, and the desperate need of a Savior, Jews and Gentiles are all in the 
same boat (Rom. 3:9-18). Moreover, the apostle declared that in Jesus Christ 
(and not the law), God provided the way of salvation by which He could “be 
righteous and declare righteous the one who has faith in Jesus” (3:26). Thus, 
the way of salvation through faith in Jesus has a transformative impact on 
the way Christians relate to one another: there is no distinction between 
Jew and Greek. This statement does not deny diversities among various 
people groups—language, appearance, cultural traditions, and so forth—
but focuses on the one way of salvation God has made available to all people. 

Notice the inclusive terms used in this verse. God is the same Lord of 
all. He is not one God for one group of people and a different God for others. 
He is consistent in His love for and interaction with every person regardless 
of his or her ethnic or cultural background. Second, God richly blesses all 
who call on him. While this characteristic is exclusive in the sense that God 
blesses only those who turn to Him in faith, it is inclusive in the sense that all 
may turn to Him and receive the blessing of salvation.  
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VERSE 13

For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved. 

The availability of salvation for all people can be seen again in this verse 
in the word everyone. This verse (and the previous verses) should not be 
understood as support for universalism—the belief that all people ultimately 
will be saved. That God gave everyone access to salvation by faith in Jesus 
Christ does not mean everyone will respond in faith. Paul carefully qualified 
the term everyone with the phrase who calls on the name of the Lord. 

To call on the Lord’s name points back to the two components of saving 
faith that Paul described in 10:9-10. It involves believing in Jesus and 
confessing Him as Lord. God’s wondrous promise is that every person who 
expresses faith in Jesus by calling on His name will be saved. (This phrase 
repeats the quotation of Joel 2:32 in Rom. 10:9.) The verb form expresses 
certainty. Salvation for all who call on Jesus by faith is not a vague wish; it 
is a sure promise. At the same time, the passive form of the verb emphasizes 
that salvation is a gift. We cannot save ourselves through our own efforts. 
We receive God’s gift of salvation as we trust in Jesus and confess Him as 
Savior and Lord. 

TELL ALL (Rom. 10:14-15)

Christians should share the gospel with everyone. People must hear the 
gospel if they are to have an opportunity to respond to it. 

VERSE 14

How, then, can they call on him they have not believed in? And 

how can they believe without hearing about him? And how can 

they hear without a preacher? 

With a series of rhetorical questions, Paul demonstrated the logical, spiritual 
connection between saving faith’s being available for all people and the 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Why might some people think they are beyond the reach of salvation 

in Christ? How would you explain the difference between the universal 

availability of salvation in Christ and the false doctrine of universalism 

(the belief that all will be saved in the end)?

© 2019 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



92 E        B  

church’s worldwide evangelistic mission (Matt. 28:18-20). He began in verse 
14 by reiterating the connection between confession and belief. People who 
have not believed in Jesus will not—in fact, cannot—call on him for 
salvation (in the sense of confessing Jesus as Lord). 

Paul then identified what precedes a person’s believing in Jesus. That 
individual must hear about Christ in the gospel message. Left to our own sin-
corrupted imagination, we would never (and could never) devise the way of 
salvation that the gospel declares. The Spirit uniquely uses the gospel message 
to provoke and empower people to respond in faith. Consequently, people 
must hear the gospel before they have the possibility of believing in Christ. 

What precedes someone’s hearing the gospel? A preacher proclaims it. 
The Greek word rendered preacher is a present tense participle. It emphasizes 
the act of proclamation, although we can safely assume that proclamation 
involves a proclaimer in some way. Vocational ministers are not the only ones 
who can (and should) proclaim the gospel. So can Christian parents, friends, 
Bible group leaders, coworkers, blog and letter writers, podcasters, and on and 
on. Anyone who knows Christ can tell others about Him. 

VERSE 15

And how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written: 

How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news. 

Here Paul expressed the question that connected with one of his key goals 
in writing the Letter to the Romans. He hoped to receive assistance from 
the believers in Rome in taking the gospel message on to Spain (see Rom. 
15:24). So Paul asked, “How can [gospel proclaimers] preach unless they 
are sent?” The idea of sending proclaimers certainly involves the church’s 
commissioning and support of missionaries. It also includes a local church 
equipping its members to share the gospel as they go about their daily lives.

To emphasize his point, Paul drew from Isaiah 52:7, a passage in which the 
prophet described the joy associated with the appearance of a king’s herald 
who brought good news. As heralds of the King of kings, believers have the 
awesome, joyous privilege of taking the gospel message of salvation to all 
people everywhere. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Evangelism” on pages 518–519 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What actions are part 

and parcel of the church’s evangelistic mission?
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M
The gospel continues to be offered to all people, 
Jews and Gentiles.

Judith and her daughter, Sarah, sat quietly in the pastor’s office, thinking 
deeply about what they had heard. Judith had been having marital problems 
and wanted to talk to a pastor, but she didn’t belong to a church. In fact, she had 
been raised by Jewish parents but in a secular environment. Judith’s parents 
did not involve themselves in the local synagogue and did not influence their 
daughter to make any particular religious commitments. 

Consequently, Judith’s parents had not objected when she married a man 
with no religious background at all. Yet, when Judith and her husband later 
began to experience marital conflict, Judith knew that she needed spiritual 
guidance. The only minister she knew was a local Christian pastor whom she 
had recently met at a mutual friend’s home. So she made an appointment to 
talk with him.

Judith took her daughter with her to the appointment, because she 
wanted the teenager to also hear what the minister said. The pastor listened 
attentively to Judith’s story and quickly determined that the family’s 
primary need was to hear the gospel. He spoke of how Jesus had come into 
the world as the fulfillment of God’s promises concerning the Messiah. He 
told them about Jesus’ atoning death on the cross and resurrection. He then 
shared New Testament Scriptures with Judith and her daughter that showed 
Jewish people believing in Christ. Instead of losing their Jewish heritage, 
those believers found Christ to be the fulfillment of their spiritual heritage.

As she listened to the pastor, Judith felt a deep, inner conviction that 
the Scriptures she had heard were true. She began to make the connection 
between her need for a Savior and God’s grace in Christ to save not only her 
but also her husband, their daughter, and even her parents. Judith paused 
briefly, then asked the pastor, “How can I receive what Jesus offers?”

In Romans 11, the apostle Paul addressed an important issue regarding the 
gospel and the Jewish people—an issue that remains important today. Paul 
used the analogy of pruning and grafting the limbs of an olive tree to teach 
that God continues to offer the gospel to all people, both Jews and Gentiles.

Session 10 > Romans 11:17-32
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 11:1-36

When Paul wrote the Letter to the Romans, he knew that some of the believers 
in Rome were Jewish converts and others were Gentile converts. Moreover, 
he knew that the house churches in Rome had daily opportunities to reach 
out with the gospel to both Jewish and Gentile residents of the city. It is 
evident, then, that Paul addressed some sections of his epistle primarily (but 
not exclusively) to one audience or the other. That is, Paul—a Jew himself—
knew well the spiritual barriers that had to come down in the hearts of Jews 
to fully embrace the gospel as the fulfillment of God’s covenant with Israel. 

Likewise, as the apostle to the Gentiles, Paul knew well the temptation of 
arrogance Gentile believers might harbor. Gentile Christians who joyfully 
discovered the gospel included them in God’s plan of salvation might be 
tempted to look with contempt on the Jews in Rome (and other places) who 
so far had rejected the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

In Romans 9–11, Paul addressed passionately and clearly the issue of the 
gospel and the people of Israel. In essence, he showed the vital connections 
between the law and the gospel, between the Old Testament and the New 
Testament, between the promise of salvation to Israel and the fulfillment of 
salvation in Christ to both Jews and Gentiles in the church.

In 11:1-10, Paul exclaimed that the gospel was not God’s rejection of Israel 
as His people. A remnant of Jews—Paul being one of them—believed the 
gospel as the fulfillment of what they had been looking for. On the other hand, 
many Jews had hardened their hearts toward Jesus the Messiah (11:7). That 
hardening, Paul declared, had been foretold in the Old Testament (11:8-10). 

In 11:11-32, Paul addressed especially the Gentile believers in Rome who 
needed to better understand the gospel’s connection to the Lord’s covenant 
relationship with Israel (the Jews). The apostle explained that the Jews’ 
rejection of the gospel had opened the door for the Gentiles’ acceptance and 
inclusion. He used the analogy of an olive tree’s being pruned of bad limbs 
so that branches from a wild olive tree might be grafted onto the trunk. In a 
similar sense, the Gentiles had been graciously “grafted” into God’s covenant 
people when the Jews (on the whole) rejected the gospel. On the other hand, 
any Jews who came to faith in Christ would easily be “grafted” again into 
the new covenant people of God. Therefore, Gentile believers had no reason 
to feel arrogant about their salvation but should pray for and anticipate the 
time when “all Israel will be saved” (11:26). 

Paul ended the chapter (11:33-36) with a doxology of praise to the God 
whose wisdom and ways are unsearchable. Believers should therefore remain 
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humble and grateful to God for the things He has done to provide the way 
of salvation that is open to both Jews and Gentiles. As Paul declared with all 
fervor, “To him be the glory forever. Amen” (11:36). 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

BE HUMBLE (Rom. 11:17-21)

Paul had previously warned Jewish Christians in Rome to avoid the 
temptation of spiritual pride (see Rom 3:27-30). In 11:17-21, he warned 
Gentile believers to avoid a similar temptation. The apostle used agricultural 
analogies (pruning and grafting) to exhort Gentile believers to remain 
humble and grateful for their salvation in Christ.

VERSE 17

Now if some of the branches were broken off, and you, though a 

wild olive branch, were grafted in among them and have come to 

share in the rich root of the cultivated olive tree, 

The cultivation of olive trees in the ancient Near East goes back to around 
4000 BC. The prophet Jeremiah used the imagery of an olive tree to depict 
the judgment of God against Judah in the sixth century BC. He wrote, “The 
Lord named you a flourishing olive tree, beautiful with well-formed fruit. 
He has set fire to it, and its branches are consumed with the sound of a 
mighty tumult” (Jer. 11:16). 

Paul picked up on Jeremiah’s prophetic description to explain many Jews’ 
rejection of Jesus as the Messiah: some of the branches were broken off. 
In Paul’s analogy, the trunk of the olive tree represented the true covenant 
people, God’s family of faith. Sadly, many Jews had rejected the way of faith 
and had substituted a false gospel—salvation by works—in place of true 
worship. Because of their unbelief, God had pruned the unbelieving Jews 
from His true covenant people. 

Paul then described the Gentile believer as a wild olive branch who 
had been grafted in among the people of Israel (Jews) who embraced the 
righteousness of faith in Jesus Christ. By God’s grace through faith, both 
Jewish and Gentile believers therefore had come to share in the rich root 
(“root and fatness,” KJV; “nourishing root,” ESV; “nourishing sap,” NIV) of 
the cultivated olive tree. Both Jewish believers (natural branches) and 
Gentile believers (grafted branches) received the rich blessings of salvation 
by faith and thereby produced the fruit of righteousness in their lives.  
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VERSE 18

do not boast that you are better than those branches. But if you 

do boast—you do not sustain the root, but the root sustains you.

Paul’s admonition do not boast that you are better was a warning to 
Gentile Christians to avoid spiritual pride. Their being grafted into the 
covenant people of God was a demonstration of God’s grace, not a reason for 
self-congratulation. Before the gospel came, they were in the same lost and 
helpless condition as unbelieving Jews now that the gospel has come. 

Paul offered Gentile believers a way to resist the temptation of spiritual 
pride. Whenever they were tempted to congratulate themselves or think 
that somehow they deserved to be counted among God’s people, they should 
remember this one humbling truth from the olive tree analogy: the branches 
do not sustain the root, but the root sustains the branches. God is the 

root who alone gives nourishing life to all believers by which they bear fruit.

VERSE 19

Then you will say, “Branches were broken off so that I might be 

grafted in.”

Paul went a step further to caution Gentile Christians not to misinterpret 
God’s judgment of unbelieving Jews or His inclusion of believing Gentiles. 
God had not suddenly stopped loving the people of Israel and started loving 
the Gentiles. He had not broken off natural branches for the purpose (so 
that) of making room for grafted branches. From the beginning, God chose 
to covenant with Abraham and richly bless him so that through Abraham “all 
the peoples on earth will be blessed” (Gen. 12:3). Likewise, in the gospel it is 
not either the Jews or the Gentiles. Rather, in one Savior, Jesus Christ, both 
Jews and Gentiles have become one new people of God (see Eph. 2:14-16). 

VERSES 20-21

True enough; they were broken off because of unbelief, but you 

stand by faith. Do not be arrogant, but beware, because if God did 

not spare the natural branches, he will not spare you either.

Continuing with his olive tree analogy, Paul emphasized that some 
branches—that is, unbelieving Jews—were broken off because of 
unbelief. The inclusion of Gentiles (grafted branches) in the people of God 
was by faith alone. They believed in Jesus Christ, and God adopted them 
into His redeemed family (see Rom. 8:15). Therefore, they must not be 
arrogant but humble. The apostle James also wrote that “God resists the 
proud but gives grace to the humble” (Jas. 4:6). God did not spare the 
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natural branches (unbelieving Jews) from His judgment. Neither will He 
overlook the spiritual pride of Gentiles who think they deserve to be saved 
or somehow have earned their place among God’s people. 

Because salvation comes through faith in Jesus alone, there is no room 
for arrogance in believers. If we are saved, we enjoy God’s blessings purely 
because of His grace. We should be motivated by gratitude to humbly reach 
out to unbelievers in love and lead them to forgiveness through faith in Christ.

BE THANKFUL (Rom. 11:22-24)

Paul highlighted both God’s grace and justice. He reminded Gentile believers 
that unbelieving Jews could be grafted back into God’s family through faith 
in Jesus. 

VERSE 22

Therefore, consider God’s kindness and severity: severity toward 

those who have fallen but God’s kindness toward you—if you 

remain in his kindness. Otherwise you too will be cut off. 

The word therefore indicates that Paul’s exhortation to Gentiles in verse 22 
builds in his warning in the previous verses. He urged Gentiles to consider 
God’s kindness and severity. The terms kindness (“goodness,” KJV) and 
severity (“sternness,” NIV) point to God’s grace and justice, two aspects of 
His unchanging character. Unbelieving Jews, described by the phrase those 
who have fallen, were presently experiencing God’s stern punishment for 
their unbelief. God’s punishment was not capricious but was intended to 
bring about their repentance and faith in Christ. 

On the other hand, Gentile believers were experiencing the blessings of 
God’s kindness through faith in Christ. They needed to avoid spiritual pride 
and humbly remain in God’s kindness, or grace. If they faltered in faith or 
drifted into arrogant legalism, they too could expect God’s judgment to come 
upon them. Here the phrase will be cut off refers not to the loss of salvation 
but probably to God’s rendering of disciplinary judgment (see Heb. 12:7-8). 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Graft” on page 672 in the Holman Illustrated Bible 

Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What does Paul’s grafting analogy 

reveal about the connection between God’s covenant with Israel and the 

new covenant in Christ? 
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VERSE 23

And even they, if they do not remain in unbelief, will be grafted 

in, because God has the power to graft them in again. 

Notice the conditional term if. This word indicates the possibility of change. 
Sinful people—including unbelieving Jews—do not have to remain in 
unbelief. They can repent and place their faith in Christ. The same God who 
can graft wild branches onto the cultivated olive tree has the power to 
graft … in again any natural branch that previously was pruned off because 
of unbelief. God longs for both Jews and Gentiles to come to Him in faith so 
that He can welcome them as His people—one body in Christ.

VERSE 24

For if you were cut off from your native wild olive tree and against 

nature were grafted into a cultivated olive tree, how much more 

will these—the natural branches—be grafted into their own 

olive tree? 

Continuing to address the Gentile believers who would hear his letter, Paul 
applied a lesser-to-greater argument to his olive tree analogy. He asked 
Gentile Christians to first consider the unusually gracious nature of their 
inclusion in God’s plan of salvation. The idea of taking branches from a 
native wild olive tree and grafting them into a cultivated (“good,” KJV) 
olive tree went against nature (“contrary to nature,” KJV; ESV; NIV). The 
phrase against nature emphasizes that the typical approach in grafting went 
the opposite way—that is, branches from a cultivated tree usually were 
grafted onto a wild olive tree to multiply the fruit. 

Paul drove home his main point. Since the salvation of Gentile believers 
was such an out-of-the-ordinary act of God’s grace, how much more could 
He be expected to give salvation to Jewish believers. That would be akin to 
grafting an olive tree’s natural branches back into the tree from which they 
had been pruned. In other words, Gentile believers should not be surprised 
(or offended) when Jewish people come to faith in Christ. They have come 
home to the fulfillment of God’s covenant promises!

EXPLORE FURTHER

How can Gentile believers demonstrate their gratitude to God for 

including them in salvation? How would you express a gospel invitation to 

salvation in Christ to a Jewish friend or neighbor? 
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BE AWARE (Rom. 11:25-32)

Paul addressed the issue of the Jews’ (on the whole) rejection of Jesus as the 
promised Messiah. God used Israel’s unbelief to open the door for Gentiles 
to be included in the new covenant of forgiveness in Christ. 

VERSE 25

I don’t want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers and 

sisters, so that you will not be conceited: A partial hardening has 

come upon Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. 

In Paul’s writings, the term mystery refers to divine truth that was previously 
hidden from most people but now is revealed to all people in the gospel (see 
Col. 1:27; 1 Tim. 3:16). Paul did not want the believers in Rome—especially 
Gentile Christians—to be ignorant (literally, “unknowing”; “unaware,” 
ESV) of what lay behind the Jews’ (on the whole) rejection of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ and the Gentiles’ inclusion in the gospel. In particular, Paul 
wanted to head off any tendency that Gentile believers might have to become 
conceited (“wise in your own sight,” ESV). 

The Lord revealed to Paul that a partial hardening (“blindness,” KJV) 
had come upon Israel—that is, on the Jews as a nation. The term rendered 
partial means “a part or portion.” Some Jews—Paul being one of them—had 
embraced the gospel and believed in Jesus as the Messiah. God had opened 
the eyes of some Jewish people to His truth. Most Jews, however, remained 
hard-hearted and spiritually blind about Christ.

Paul further explained the duration of the Jews’ current rejection of the 
gospel: until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. This phrase points 
to God’s purpose of bringing the gospel to all the nations. The Jews’ rejection 
of the gospel opened the door for the inclusion of Gentiles to be grafted into 
God’s redeemed people through faith in Christ. That reality, however, did not 
mean that all Jewish people were forever shut out from the gospel. In Paul’s 
day and until today, there are some Jewish people who come to believe in 
Christ as Savior. These are like the “natural branches” (Rom. 11:24) that are 
readily grafted in again to be part of God’s redeemed people. 

VERSE 26

And in this way all Israel will be saved, as it is written, 

The Deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness 

away from Jacob. 

Paul indicated that the hardening of Israel against the gospel would be both 
partial and temporary. Indeed, some Bible scholars believe that a large-scale 
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turning of Jews to faith in Jesus Christ will occur at some point during the 
end times (see Rev. 7:4-8). In any case, Paul foresaw a time in which all Israel 
will be saved. Drawing from Isaiah 59:20, he pointed to Jesus as Israel’s 
Deliverer who arose out of Jerusalem (Zion) to turn godlessness away 
from Jacob. Many Jews will one day open their eyes and hearts to their true 
Messiah. They will call on the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, and they will 
be saved (see Rom. 10:13).

We should not understand the phrase all Israel to mean that every 
Jewish person will eventually be saved. Likewise, the phrase fullness of the 

Gentiles does not mean that all Gentiles will come to faith in Jesus Christ. 
Ultimately, both phrases emphasize that the all-knowing God of creation 
and redemption is aware of every single person who has come or ever will 
come to faith in Jesus Christ. Not one believer—Jew or Gentile—will be 
missing from the Lord’s book of life (see Dan. 12:1; Luke 10:20; Rev. 20:15). 

VERSE 27

And this will be my covenant with them when I take away 

their sins. 

In this verse Paul probably alluded to the new covenant as described in 
Jeremiah 31:31-34. One of the greatest features of the new covenant was 
God’s provision for the forgiveness of sin (Jer. 31:34). Every aspect of the Old 
Testament sacrificial system pointed prophetically to Jesus, “the Lamb of 
God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John 1:29). Previously in Romans 
Paul had stated that because all people have sinned, God presented Jesus as 
“an atoning sacrifice in his blood, received through faith” (Rom. 3:25).

VERSES 28-29

Regarding the gospel, they are enemies for your advantage, but 

regarding election, they are loved because of the patriarchs, since 

God’s gracious gifts and calling are irrevocable. 

Paul once more reminded Gentile believers that in terms of the gospel, 
unbelieving Jews had aligned themselves as enemies of God. However, that 
did not mean God had washed His hands of His covenant with Israel. In 
terms of election, God still considered the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob (the patriarchs) as His chosen people. The words they are loved 
refer not to an emotional response but rather to God’s faithfulness to His 
covenant promises. His gracious gifts and calling are irrevocable (“without 
repentance,” KJV). In the Greek text, the word rendered irrevocable appears 
at the beginning of verse 29, indicating strong emphasis. The term describes 
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something that cannot be changed or about which no change of mind can 
occur. God never goes back on His promises but always fulfills them.

Paul also reiterated, however, that God had used unbelieving Jews’ 
rejection of the gospel to work for the Gentiles’ advantage (“for your sake,” 
ESV; NIV). Because of Jewish opposition to the gospel, Paul and other 
missionaries turned to the Gentiles with the message of salvation. As the 
good news was proclaimed, many Gentiles believed and were saved.

VERSES 30-31

As you once disobeyed God but now have received mercy through 

their disobedience, so they too have now disobeyed, resulting in 

mercy to you, so that they also may now receive mercy.

Paul reminded Gentiles believers they had previously disobeyed God. They 
had aligned themselves as enemies of God prior to their hearing and believing 
the gospel. The Jews’ disobedience had put them in the same position as 
unbelieving Gentiles. Yet it also opened the door for many Gentiles to hear the 
gospel and receive mercy—that is, salvation. Therefore, Paul anticipated that 
the salvation of believing Gentiles would become a catalyst for unbelieving 
Jews to put their faith in Jesus Christ and also … receive mercy.  

VERSE 32

For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may have 

mercy on all. 

The phrase God has imprisoned (“concluded,” KJV; “consigned,” ESV; “bound 
… over,” NIV) all in disobedience does not mean that He wants us to remain 
in disobedience forever. Rather, He has judged that all people are disobedient 
so that He might provide mercy on all who believe in Jesus Christ. No one 
can claim to deserve salvation based on ethnic or religious heritage. No one 
can hope to earn salvation by good works. All of us are sinners. Our only hope 
of salvation lies in the grace of a loving, merciful God. And that is who God is. 
He gave His one and only Son, Jesus Christ, “so that everyone who believes in 
him will not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). 

EXPLORE FURTHER

In the article titled “Covenants” in the Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, 

Revised and Expanded, read the section titled “The New Covenant” on 

pages 359–360. Then read Jeremiah 31:31-34. How does this prophecy 

anticipate the new covenant in Christ for all people—Jews and Gentiles?
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S
Believers are to demonstrate Christlike character, living as 
sacrifices in all they do.

Most people want to change their lives for the better. They make New 
Year’s resolutions, join workout classes, go back to school, change jobs, or 
try any number of other ways to improve themselves. These efforts are not 
necessarily bad—unless they are pursued as substitutes for the kind of 
change that is most needed: spiritual transformation. We cannot achieve 
this crucial change on our own. God must change us from the inside, in our 
hearts and minds. 

Randy’s story is a case in point. A track star in high school and college, 
Randy went on to serve in the U.S. Marine Corps, where he was highly 
decorated after serving two tours of duty in dangerous locations. Afterward, 
he returned to civilian life and joined a prestigious business. A few years later, 
Randy started his own company and quickly achieved significant wealth. He 
joined an elite country club and enjoyed a fast social life built around alcohol 
and womanizing.

Along the way up his ladder of success, Randy forgot what was really 
important. His wife tried to bury her loneliness in pills. His son tried every 
way possible to rebel against what he saw as his father’s false values. One day, 
Randy’s wife overdosed on prescription drugs and nearly died. Depressed 
and feeling utterly empty, Randy sat alone in a hotel room and contemplated 
ending his life. Then he recalled a recent conversation with a business 
friend. The friend had told Randy that believing in Jesus Christ completely 
transformed his life. Opening the nightstand drawer, Randy found a Bible 
and began to thumb through its pages. He came to the story of the rich, 
young ruler and imagined himself in the scene as Jesus told the wealthy man 
how to receive eternal life. Moved with conviction, Randy knelt beside the 
bed and surrendered his life to Jesus Christ. And like his business friend had 
testified, Randy found that everything changed : his viewpoint, his attitude, 
his desires, his behavior, his marriage and other relationships—everything! 

In this session’s Bible passage, Paul described the necessity and results of 
spiritual transformation. It is the good life God wants His people to have! 

Session 11 > Romans 12:1-2,9-18
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 12:1-21

In Romans 1–8, Paul introduced himself, his mission plans, and the gospel 
message that he proclaimed. Knowing that both Jewish and Gentile 
Christians lived in Rome, the apostle carefully expounded the theology of 
justification by grace through faith in Jesus Christ. The gospel’s starting 
point recognized that both Jews and Gentiles stand as sinners under God’s 
wrath. The law, although a spiritual advantage for Jewish people, was never 
intended to be the way of salvation, since no one can keep the law perfectly. 
By grace, however, God presented Christ Jesus as the atoning sacrifice for 
all who would believe in Him. Thus, believers have been set free from the 
penalty and power of sin to live holy lives in the Spirit’s power. 

In chapters 9–11, Paul addressed the mystery of the Jews’ overall rejection 
of the gospel. He longed for his fellow Jews to repent of their unbelief and 
be saved. However, he also contended that the Jews’ current rejection of the 
gospel was partial and temporary. Just as the Gentiles had been graciously 
included in God’s plan of salvation, so would unbelieving Jews have their 
spiritual eyes opened and be grafted back into the new covenant through 
faith in Christ. 

Beginning in Romans 12:1 and extending through 15:13, Paul expounded  
upon the transformed living that is to characterize believers. Chapter 12 can 
be organized in four sections. First, 12:1-2 describes the nature of Christian 
living: believers are “living sacrifices.” As such, they give themselves wholly 
to God—humbly submitting to Him as He transforms their minds so they 
can discern and obey His perfect will. 

In 12:3-8, Paul illustrated what transformed living means in the context 
of the church. Jewish and Gentile Christians do not have separate status in 
God’s eyes but are one body in Christ. Just as the human body has multiple 
parts with different functions, even so the Spirit gives different spiritual 
gifts to various Christians to use in service to their one Lord Jesus Christ. 

Paul then gave a number of examples of transformed Christian living in 
a series of brief, imperative statements (12:9-21). The exhortations covered 
various attitudes, actions, reactions, and relationships. Moreover, Paul’s 
list appears to have given believers instructions for how they are to relate 
to fellow Christians as well as to unbelievers around them. For Paul, the 
bottom line was that God’s people “not be conquered by evil, but conquer evil 
with good” (12:21). He supported his exhortations with Scripture quotations 
from Deuteronomy 32:35 and Proverbs 25:21-22. Paul’s teachings here also 
reflect Jesus’ teaching in the Sermon on the Mount (see Matt. 5:43-47).
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

OFFER YOURSELF (Rom. 12:1-2)

Christians are to offer themselves to God as living sacrifices. That is, our lives 
are to be an ongoing act of worship, letting Him renew our minds so that we 
can discern and obey His will. 

VERSE 1

Therefore, brothers and sisters, in view of the mercies of God, 

I urge you to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 

pleasing to God; this is your true worship.

Jewish believers in Rome would have been familiar with the language and 
practice of animal sacrifice as a form of worship in Judaism. Moreover, most 
Gentile believers likely knew about the sacrifice rituals that took place daily 
in pagan temples throughout the Roman Empire. Thus, when Paul began to 
describe Christian living in terms of presenting oneself to God as a living 
sacrifice, the believers in Rome no doubt paid close attention. What did Paul 
mean by this analogy? What exactly was he urging Christians to do? 

To fully understand Paul’s intent in verse 1, we need to highlight two 
features that sometimes are overlooked. First, take note of the phrase 
brothers and sisters. Only the word for brothers appears in the Greek 
text, but Paul’s message in verse 1 clearly applies to both men and women 
in the church. In any case, Paul deliberately chose to personalize his letter 
again at this juncture—that is, to remind all the letter’s recipients that they 
were members of God’s family and that he was instructing them as a fellow 
Christian brother. Their shared relationship in the body of Christ would 
undergird all of the commands and exhortations he was about to give them.

Second, the term rendered therefore reminds us that Paul’s directives 
about Christian living in chapters 12–15 flow out of the deep reservoir of 
gospel theology he expounded in chapters 1–11. In other words, believing 
in Jesus Christ is life-changing. Genuine Christian faith results in a 
transformed lifestyle. 

God’s abundant mercy motivated the Roman believers to offer their lives 
as sacrifices. The use of the plural term mercies implies that God’s mercy is 
overwhelming and eternal. Transformed by God’s mercy, the recipients of 
Paul’s letter could therefore offer true worship (“reasonable service,” KJV; 
“spiritual worship,” ESV; “true and proper worship,” NIV). Nothing found 
in the former worship traditions of the Jews or the pagan systems of the 
Gentiles approached the true worship they could offer in Christ. God wanted 
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His church to experience and express genuine worship that began with the 
spiritual transformation of the believer.

God does not desire Christians to offer the blood of animals since Christ 
is the Lamb of God who offered Himself once and for all. Instead, God wants 
each forgiven and restored believer to become a living sacrifice. That is, the 
believer no longer lives for himself or herself but for God. Paul employed the 
imagery of people presenting their bodies to the Lord. This phrasing would 
have been immediately understood as a form of worship. 

This kind of sacrificial worship is holy and pleasing to God. God had 
established the Old Testament sacrificial system to prepare the Israelite 
people for the ultimate atonement sacrifice that Christ gave on sinners’ 
behalf. However, most Israelites throughout the centuries misunderstood 
and misused the sacrificial system. If they offered sacrifices at all, the 
offerings were half-hearted and made without accompanying obedience and 
faith (see 1 Sam. 15:22). Living as a sacrifice was a holy act of worship because 
it set the person apart for God’s unique use. Such a sacrifice is pleasing because 
God delights in people who love to serve Him completely.

VERSE 2

Do not be conformed to this age, but be transformed by the 

renewing of your mind, so that you may discern what is the good, 

pleasing, and perfect will of God.  

A second aspect of true worship involves believers’ not being conformed 
to this age. In every generation, the church is to be countercultural in an 
age dominated by Satan. Sadly, instead of impacting society for God, all 
too many Christians are overwhelmed by the culture and adopt worldly 
lifestyles. Desiring comfort and acceptance, they cease being the “salt” and 
“light” Jesus calls His followers to be (see Matt. 5:13-16). 

God wants believers to be transformed so that they glorify Him in all they 
do. The idea of being transformed involves changing the essential nature of 
something. The grammatical form of this verb is important to notice. First, 
it is an imperative form—that is, a command. Spiritual transformation is 
not optional for Christians. Second, the verb form is in the passive voice, an 
indication that the subject (the believer) is acted upon rather than carries out 
the verb’s action. In other words, we as believers cannot and do not transform 
ourselves. Rather, we can only yield ourselves to the One who brings about 
transformation in us. This transformation begins when we believe in Jesus 
Christ. He immediately transforms our status before God and our eternal 
destiny. Once saved, we continue to experience transformation as we yield to 
the Holy Spirit’s sanctifying work in our hearts and minds.
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Paul described the Spirit’s transforming work in the believer as a renewing 
of the mind. Scripture addresses the importance of right thinking (see Phil. 
4:8; 2 Pet. 3:1). The means by which God renews our minds is His Word (see 
Ps. 119:9-16). Paul went on to explain that God’s purpose for renewing our 
minds so that we can discern (“prove,” KJV; “test and approve,” NIV) God’s 
will. The Greek word rendered discern refers to testing and proving something 
to be true. The human mind corrupted by sin cannot comprehend the will 
of God (see 1 Cor. 2:14). Only as God’s Spirit renews and illuminates the 
believer’s mind can a spiritual understanding of God’s Word be assured.

Paul used three words to describe the spiritual nature of God’s will. 
First, God’s will is good. To be good means more than being morally right. 
Goodness depends on the nature of God, for only He is completely good 
(see Matt. 19:17). Second, God’s will is pleasing (“acceptable,” KJV; ESV).
Every aspect of God’s will should please His children. However, Paul’s point 
here may be that we as believers please God when we seek and obey His 
will. Third, God’s will is perfect. It is perfect because God is perfect. He is 
infinitely complete and unflawed in every aspect of His being. Thus, His will 
expresses that perfection too. 

Salvation in Christ changes how believers think and what they value. As 
we yield to the transformative work of God’s Spirit, His Word reshapes our 
outlook on everything. As we offer ourselves to Him as living sacrifices, He 
takes that offering and fashions it into lives that glorify Him.

LIVE AUTHENTICALLY (Rom. 12:9-13)

Believers are to demonstrate God’s love to others without hypocrisy. This 
love includes putting priority on meeting others’ needs. 

VERSE 9

Let love be without hypocrisy. Detest evil; cling to what is good.  

Authenticity has become a key test of spirituality in the post-modern world. 
The Christian faith, reflecting the teachings of Christ, emphasizes the value 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read Philippians 2:17; 4:18; Hebrews 13:15; and 1 Peter 2:5. What 

additional insights about Christians living as sacrifices before God do you 

gain from these passages? When (and how) has God empowered you to 

discern His will about a recent decision or action to take?
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of genuineness over hypocrisy. Still, episodes of insincere religious expression 
have caused some people today, particularly young adults, to examine leaders’ 
attitudes and actions with great scrutiny. They question the authenticity of 
any church leader who espouses Christian beliefs but fails to consistently live 
out those beliefs.

Because of ethnic differences and past religious divisions, the believers 
at Rome needed to demonstrate love for one another without hypocrisy. 
Paul gave these believers examples of expressing genuine love. The phrase 
detest evil and the corresponding phrase cling to what is good appear 
to be commands. The verb forms actually are participles, giving a sense of 
ongoing action that describes the previous statement about love. The same 
structure can be observed in verses 11-13. In each case, the participles can 
be rendered as imperatives to communicate Paul’s sense of urgency. In other 
words, believers were to demonstrate authentic love by consistently choosing 
good over evil—good thoughts about one another, good attitudes about those 
who were ethnically different, and good actions in support of others.  

VERSE 10

Love one another deeply as brothers and sisters. Outdo one 

another in showing honor. 

Paul further described Christian love in the church context as familial. That 
is, believers are to love one another deeply as brothers and sisters. Other 
possible translations of this part of verse 10 are “be kindly affectioned one 
to another” (KJV) and “be devoted to one another in love” (NIV). Regardless 
of their ethnic and social differences, in Christ all believers are children of 
the heavenly Father. As such, they are to treat all their spiritual siblings with 
deep family affection. 

Again, Paul gave an example of such family affection in the command 
to outdo one another in showing honor. This admonition does not mean 
that Christians are to engage in insincere flattery. That would go against 
the principle of letting love be “without hypocrisy.” Rather, believers are to 
prefer giving genuine respect and encouragement to others over expecting 
(or demanding) that honor from others. 

VERSE 11

Do not lack diligence in zeal; be fervent in the Spirit; 

serve the Lord. 

Some Bible scholars understand this verse to be a shift in theme—from the 
ways that Christians are to love one another to the ways that believers are to 
serve the Lord. Another possible view, however, is that Paul was continuing 
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to give examples of what it means for Christians to love one another without 
any pretense. In other words, the family affection Paul urged in verse 10 
needed to reflect great passion (diligence in zeal) and spiritual maturity 
(fervent in the Spirit). In so doing, believers would also serve the Lord. 

VERSES 12-13

Rejoice in hope; be patient in affliction; be persistent in prayer. 

Share with the saints in their needs; pursue hospitality.

In Romans 12:12-13, Paul identified five additional actions that characterize 
genuine Christian faith. First, Christ gives His followers hope. We receive not 
only the blessed hope connected to His return in the end times but also the 
ongoing, daily hope empowered by the Spirit’s indwelling presence. Christian 
hope is a confident anticipation of victory based on God’s faithfulness. 

Second, authentic faith is patient in affliction (“tribulation,” KJV; 
ESV). Jesus warned His followers that until His return they should expect 
opposition and even hostility from the world (see John 16:33). Paul had 
experienced persecution and knew that some of the believers in Rome had 
suffered as well. He encouraged the believers to endure in their faith.  

Third, genuine faith is persistent in prayer. Accompanying the qualities 
of hope and patience, prayer acknowledges our dependence on Christ. 
Because we trust in the Lord, we welcome His invitation to approach His 
throne of grace boldly to find help in our times of need (see Heb. 4:16).

Fourth, believers demonstrate their faith is authentic when they share 
with the saints in their needs. Like the believers in Jerusalem, many 
Christians in Rome were experiencing significant deprivation. Some 
believers had lost their homes, employment, and possessions. Others had 
been imprisoned or martyred. 

Fifth, Roman believers were encouraged to practice hospitality. 
Ministering to brothers and sisters in the Roman church could involve 
receiving displaced believers into one’s home. Paul encouraged the believers 
to pursue hospitality. By taking the initiative to assist needy people, the 
Roman believers would demonstrate the authentic love of Christ.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Hospitality” on pages 771–772 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What are some ways 

believers can pursue genuine hospitality today? What are some challenges 

to showing hospitality today? 
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BE AT PEACE (Rom. 12:14-18)

Christians are to express love to all people, even individuals who persecute 
them. We should do everything reasonable to be at peace with others. 

VERSE 14

Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. 

In the previous section, Paul used participles to convey the ongoing actions 
that accompany authentic love. While those verb forms may have carried the 
force of commands, Paul used a series of imperatives beginning with verse 
14. He left no doubt that these actions were crucial for believers to take.

Paul urged the Roman believers to respond to their tormentors with grace. 
Following Christ’s instructions and example (see Matt. 5:44), Paul urged 
Christians to bless those who persecute them. He repeated the command 
to bless for emphasis and then specified the command included a refusal to 
curse others. Only someone whose life had been genuinely transformed by 
God’s grace could respond to persecution in this manner. 

VERSE 15

Rejoice with those who rejoice; weep with those who weep. 

Another indication of Christlike love is the capacity to genuinely sympathize 
with others in both joy and sorrow. Christians show authentic faith when 
they rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep. 
We might find it difficult to express joy with others if we are experiencing 
trouble or tragedy at the same time. Similarly, it might be difficult to grieve 
honestly with others if we are enjoying a season of success. We must not 
be hypocritical in our ministry to others. The Holy Spirit empowers us to 
sympathize (even empathize) genuinely. Our joy or our weeping is not merely 
for show but conveys heartfelt sharing of life with fellow believers.

VERSE 16

Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud; instead, 

associate with the humble. Do not be wise in your own 

estimation. 

Living in harmony with one another requires a Christlike attitude. Unlike 
the worldly ambition and self-centeredness that characterize unbelief, 
Christians are to not be proud and are to associate with the humble 
(“men of low estate,” KJV; “the lowly,” ESV; “people of low position,” NIV). 
Some Bible scholars suggest that the phrase the humble refers to the person 
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who is not proud. In either case, the point is the same. Christ’s followers 
do not self-righteously elevate themselves above other people. They are not 
wise in their own estimation but genuinely see themselves as brothers or 
sisters of all believers. 

VERSE 17

Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Give careful thought to do what 

is honorable in everyone’s eyes. 

Returning to the theme of Romans 12:14, Paul urged persecuted believers 
not to repay anyone evil for evil. In our sinful nature, human beings are 
quick to exact revenge when someone wrongs us. Such an attitude easily 
moves to a desire to meet wounds with worse wounds. That is, we give back 
double or triple the pain that was inflicted on us. Authentic Christian faith 
takes seriously the command Jesus gave His followers to turn the other 
cheek in forgiveness and mercy (see Matt. 5:38-42). 

Instead of reacting in a worldly way toward evildoers, believers are to 
give careful thought to do what is honorable in everyone’s eyes. This 
admonition requires us to always consider how we can best honor Christ 
in the ways we respond to others. Whether we are responding to friends or 
opponents, we want them to see the difference Christ has made in our lives. 

VERSE 18

If possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone. 

We cannot control what other people might choose to do. They might react 
to our kindness peacefully or they might continue their unjust attack. Peace 
is not always possible. Paul only required that believers live at peace with 
everyone as far as it depended on them. Whether our opponents reciprocate 
with peaceful interactions or not, we can show the love of Christ to them. 

Salvation changes how we relate to all people, including persons who seek 
to harm us. Through the power of the Holy Spirit, we can respond as Christ 
expects of us—with humility, love, and peacefulness. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read Isaiah 9:6; John 14:27; and Matthew 5:9. What additional insights 

about living in peace do these passages reveal? How does Jesus give 

believers His peace? When have you found success in being a peacemaker 

in Christ’s name? 
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C
Believers should seek to represent Christ well in their 
communities and world.

Caleb’s first thought was to delete the email without reading it. He recognized 
the sender as a former employee, Kenny, who had left to work at another 
company. Prior to his departure, Kenny often demonstrated a disrespectful 
attitude toward company leaders, including his immediate supervisor, 
Caleb. He questioned company decisions and on several occasions spoke 
disparagingly about Caleb to other employees and even to customers. His 
resistance to authority carried over in his attitude about other types of 
leaders too, including church and government leaders. 

Many supervisors might have long ago recommended that Kenny be fired 
for insubordination. Caleb, however, was a Christian. He knew that he too 
had once been self-focused and rebellious against authority. His bosses at the 
time had patiently worked with Caleb to correct him calmly and privately. 
They communicated their desire for Caleb to succeed but made it clear that 
his attitude needed to improve. He responded to his bosses with apologies 
and a commitment to become a more respectful and productive employee. 
Over time, Caleb not only improved in his attitude and work but also was 
rewarded with advancement in the company.

Caleb thus had wanted to help Kenny improve just as he had been 
helped. He was patient with Kenny, giving him repeated encouragement 
and opportunities to change. Even when Kenny left the company, Caleb 
continued to pray for him. Caleb’s last communication with Kenny prior to 
this still unopened email had been one of encouragement and forgiveness.  

Finally opening Kenny’s email, Caleb nearly wept as he read the young 
man’s sincere words. Kenny asked for forgiveness for his previous attitude. 
He finally understood the importance of submitting to authorities God had 
placed in his life. Caleb’s example not only helped Kenny learn how to lead 
others at work but also was instrumental in Kenny’s coming to know Christ.

In this session’s Bible passage, Paul helped Roman believers understand 
how their Christian faith related to their submission to God-ordained 
authorities. We too can gain instruction and encouragement from this text. 

Session 12 > Romans 13:1-14
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 13:1-14

Having set the stage by explaining the magnificent theology of the gospel 
(Rom. 1–11), Paul began to explore the practical ways that Christian faith 
acts in everyday life. In 12:1-2, he expressed the vivid imagery that the 
Christian life is like being a living sacrifice, not conformed to the world but 
transformed to know and do God’s perfect will. Transformed living leads 
to a beautiful unity in the church in which variously gifted believers all 
contribute to oneness in the body of Christ (12:3-8). Paul then listed specific 
ways in which Christians are to live out their faith in relationships (12:9-21). 

In chapter 13, Paul continued his discussion of demonstrating genuine 
faith in everyday living. This chapter includes three sections. The first section 
(13:1-7) focuses on the believer’s relationship to government. The verses 
explore several basic principles. First, God is the ultimate authority who 
has established certain forms of human governance for the benefit of His 
created world. Second, God’s purpose in government is to establish justice 
for the benefit of the people. Third, people should obey not only to be in 
a right relationship to the civil authority but also for the sake of personal 
conscience. Fourth, even taxation has a good purpose; therefore, people 
should fulfill their obligations to support God-ordained order.

In 13:8-10, Paul shifted from the theme of relating rightly to government 
to the theme of the believer’s responsibility to love one’s neighbor. Jesus had 
taught that loving one’s neighbor as oneself was the second greatest command 
(see Matt. 22:39). Paul reminded the Roman believers that obeying the 
commandments to avoid adultery, murder, theft, and covetousness fulfilled 
the ultimate law—the law of love.

In 13:11-14, Paul closed the chapter by discussing the urgency of 
Christians’ living properly in relationship to God and others. The certainty 
of Christ’s return puts daily living in an urgent mode. The time is now for 
believers to live out what (and whom) they believe. 

EXPLORE THE TEXT

SUBMIT (Rom. 13:1-7)

God is sovereign over all human authorities and expects such authorities to 
maintain justice for the good of all. Christians should willingly fulfill their 
obligations as citizens. 
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VERSE 1

Let everyone submit to the governing authorities, since there is 

no authority except from God, and the authorities that exist are 

instituted by God. 

Many human governments fail to function in godly ways. Throughout history, 
some nations have been dominated by evil people or unjust systems. Still, 
Christians should always be at the forefront of standing for, participating in, 
and honoring good government. The opening phrase in this verse translates 
a much stronger injunction for believers to demonstrate a right relationship 
to authority. Paul’s statement let everyone submit (“be subject to” ESV; 
NIV) reflects an imperative, a command. Submitting to the authority of 
governmental leaders was commanded of all people, including Christians.

The Greek word rendered submit means “to place oneself under another.” 
It conveys the idea of obedience. The word also has a military connotation, 
describing the carrying out of orders given by a superior officer. In the context 
of Romans 13:1, the phrase directs all people to obey the empire’s laws. 

Some believers may push back against that idea, particularly if the 
governing authorities (“higher powers,” KJV) misuse their power. As 
long as a government is fair and benevolent, most citizens are supportive 
of its leaders and comply with its laws. However, many people resist if rulers 
use their power to oppress citizens or if the government enacts laws that 
are unjust. 

While this passage seems to presume governments that generally fulfill 
their God-ordained purpose, the principle goes further. Paul affirmed that 
God is responsible for the existence of all authorities. He used the literary 
device of parallelism to emphasize his point. That is, he stated the idea 
twice with slightly different wording. First, Paul said that no authority 
exists except from God. Second, he affirmed that the authorities that 
exist are instituted (“ordained,” KJV; “established” NIV) by God. The 
phrase instituted by God describes how the Lord arranges authorities for His 
purposes. God even uses bad rulers to achieve His ultimate purposes. At the 
same time, the Lord punishes evil leaders for their wrongdoing. Christians 
are expected to submit to the authorities God has placed in our lives, because 
by submitting to them, we are submitting to His authority.

VERSE 2

So then, the one who resists the authority is opposing God’s 

command, and those who oppose it will bring judgment on 

themselves. 
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To further emphasize his assertion, Paul declared that the one who resists 
the authority God established is opposing God’s command. Having stated 
the position positively in 13:1 (“Let everyone submit”), the apostle made the 
same point negatively in verse 2. Both verses combine to make a powerful 
argument for submitting to God through the authorities He has established. 

The terms resists and is opposing translate similar Greek words. To resist can 
include rebellious attitudes as well as actions. To oppose involves engaging 
in rebellious actions. By including both terms, Paul instructed believers to 
avoid rebelling against God-established authorities either by defiance or 
disobedience. Again, however, this principle does not require believers to 
obey worldly authorities in defiance of God’s clear commands.

We should always seek to interpret a particular Bible passage in light of 
Scripture as a whole. For example, in Acts 5:25-32 the apostles Peter and John 
had been commanded by the Jewish high council, the Sanhedrin, to cease 
preaching publicly about Jesus. The two apostles had not ceased preaching, 
so they were arrested and called to account for their disobedience. Peter 
boldly answered the Sanhedrin by declaring, “We must obey God rather than 
people” (Acts 5:29). Similarly, then, we should interpret Paul’s instructions 
about submitting to governing authorities in light of this and other Scriptures 
(see also 1 Pet. 2:13-17). Christians are not obligated to engage in ungodly 
behavior even if such actions are commanded by ungodly authorities.

People who clash with God-ordained authorities can expect to suffer 
penalties. They bring judgment on themselves. Paul did not use the term for 
judgment that he normally employed to refer to legal accountability. Instead, 
the word used here conveys the idea of moral condemnation. Offenders bring 
God’s judgment on themselves. 

VERSE 3

For rulers are not a terror to good conduct, but to bad. Do you 

want to be unafraid of the authority? Do what is good, and you 

will have its approval. 

The word for links the truths of 13:1-2 with the ideas in this verse. God-
ordained rulers are not intended to be a terror to good conduct. People who 
behave appropriately and obey the law have no reason to fear the authorities. 
God instituted various governing authorities to prevent and punish bad 
conduct. Of course, we can think of situations in which the misuse of power 
has resulted in harm to good people or a lack of accountability for evildoers, 
but such exceptions do not reflect God’s intention for government.

Consequently, if we want to be unafraid of the authorities, then we 
should do what is good. In a system that functions in accordance with 
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God’s plan, wickedness gets punished while law-abiding people receive the 
governing authorities’ approval (“praise,” KJV; “be commended,” NIV). 
Again, this statement reflects the general principle that people who obey 
good and fair laws have nothing to fear from God-ordained authorities.

VERSE 4

For it is God’s servant for your good. But if you do wrong, be afraid, 

because it does not carry the sword for no reason. For it is God’s 

servant, an avenger that brings wrath on the one who does wrong. 

Government is to be God’s servant. Paul mentioned this truth twice in this 
verse. The first occurrence relates to God’s intention for rulers to serve for the 
good of the people. Building on the previous verse, the benevolent purpose 
of authority is connected to a citizen’s right behavior. Conversely, the second 
use of this phrase applies to people who do wrong. 

The verse includes two images that depict the way good government acts 
as God’s servant in dealing with wrongdoers. First, government acts as an 
avenger (“a revenger,” KJV; “agents of wrath,” NIV) that brings wrath. The 
image of an avenger is that of bringing justice to a situation by carrying out 
punishment against a wrongdoer. The term wrath in this context refers to the 
application of civil punishment. 

Second, Paul used the image of wielding the sword to describe the 
government’s authority to punish wrongdoers. Under Roman rule, the 
average citizen did not walk around with a sword strapped on. Such weapons 
were generally worn by military or other governmental officers. Government 
officials carried swords for good reason: doing so gave them additional tools 
for enforcing the law and taking wrongdoers into custody.

VERSE 5

Therefore, you must submit, not only because of wrath but also 

because of your conscience. 

Believers are to submit to governing bodies. First, Christians should obey 
rightful authorities to avoid punishment (because of wrath). When 
government acts as God intends, people who break the law are arrested 
and suffer punishment for their crimes. As mentioned previously, if rulers 
exercise power in an ungodly way, then Christians might suffer unjustly. In 
such cases, God gives grace for believers to endure suffering and maintain 
positive testimonies.

Second, Christians should obey rightful authorities because of … 
conscience. Some people may break the law and seem to escape punishment. 
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In truth, we cannot escape or hide from our accountability to the Holy Spirit. 
Even if we avoid legal penalties, we know we have sinned and will sense the 
Spirit’s conviction of sin (John 16:8). To maintain a clear conscience, we 
need to have a respectful attitude toward the government and obey the laws 
unless doing so runs contrary to God’s clear commands in Scripture.

VERSE 6

And for this reason you pay taxes, since the authorities are God’s 

servants, continually attending to these tasks. 

The Roman government in Paul’s day was hardly a perfect administrator of 
godly authority. Yet, Paul advised the believers in Rome to pay their taxes 
in respect for the government and as a matter of Christian conscience. His 
reasoning for doing so echoed his basis for the Christian’s submitting to 
governing authorities. That is, the authorities are God’s servants. 

Whether they acknowledge it or not, rulers are ultimately accountable to 
God for their conduct. They are responsible for continually attending to 
the work (these tasks) that God established for them. The phrase these tasks 

likely refers to the normal duties of government in providing for the welfare 
of the nation’s citizens. In turn, citizens support the governing officials in 
their work through the payment of taxes. 

VERSE 7

Pay your obligations to everyone: taxes to those you owe taxes, 

tolls to those you owe tolls, respect to those you owe respect, 

and honor to those you owe honor. 

Paul used the mention of paying taxes to broaden the discussion to a 
Christian’s duty before God to pay one’s obligations in general. The Christian 
should be known as an honest and trustworthy citizen in every respect. That 
includes, as Paul mentioned in the previous verse, paying taxes to those 
you owe taxes. We should note again that ungodly rulers can use (and have 
used) the power to tax in such an oppressive way that upright citizens cannot 
fully pay their taxes even if they want to do so. Paul was not addressing that 
scenario. Rather, he was calling for Christians to be known for their honesty 
and integrity as citizens of earthly societies as well as in the kingdom of God. 

The Greek word rendered tolls (“custom,” KJV; “revenue” ESV; NIV) may 
refer either to an import fee or to some form of tribute payment. In biblical 
times, subjugated nations (or people groups) often had to pay an annual 
tribute signifying their continued loyalty to their ruler. In either case, the 
payment was a legitimate obligation that Christians were to pay.
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Christians are to apply the integrity principle in all areas of life, including 
the area of our attitudes toward others. We are obliged by our Christian 
commitment to show respect to those who are in positions of authority 
over us. Likewise, we are to honor those who deserve honor—parents, for 
example (see Ex. 20:12); the ruler (see 1 Pet. 2:17); and, above all, the Lord 
God (see Rev. 4:11). 

Believers are to honor their government and its leaders by being model 
citizens. When we demonstrate Christian integrity to authorities whom God 
places in our lives, we offer a positive witness for Christ. Right living also 
puts to shame those accusers who unfairly cast aspersions on Christians’ 
reputations (see 1 Pet. 2:15).

LOVE (Rom. 13:8-10)

Believers should demonstrate love to their neighbors. Loving one’s neighbor 
fulfills many of the commands found in the law. 

VERSE 8

Do not owe anyone anything, except to love one another, for the 

one who loves another has fulfilled the law. 

The second section of this chapter connects with the first section through the 
idea of fulfilling one’s obligations to others. Paul’s admonition to not owe 
anyone anything was not so much related to financial debt as to Christians’ 
responsibility to love one another. Unlike financial debts that might be 
paid off in full, the obligation to relate to others in Christian love never ends. 

By specifying one another, Paul might have been focusing primarily on 
Jesus’ command for His followers to be known by their love within the 
community of faith. While Romans 13:8 could be understood in that sense, 
other biblical passages expand the law of love to include all people. Jesus’ 
interaction with a Samaritan woman at the well of Sychar (see John 4:1-42) 
and His parable of the good Samaritan (see Luke 10:30-37) demonstrate that 
He expected His followers to exhibit Christian love to “outsiders” as well. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Citizen, Citizenship” on page 302 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. In what sense is every 

Christian a citizen of two kingdoms? What are some ways believers can 

submit to the God-given authority of their earthly rulers?  
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VERSE 9

The commandments, Do not commit adultery; do not murder; do 

not steal; do not covet; and any other commandment, are summed 

up by this commandment: Love your neighbor as yourself. 

Paul echoed Jesus’ teaching that the law’s foundation was not a legalistic 
means of salvation—no sinner could possibly achieve it—but rather a 
demonstration of love. In Matthew 22:35-40, Jesus answered an expert in 
the law who asked about the greatest command in the law. Christ quoted 
Deuteronomy 6:5 in declaring that the “greatest and most important 
command” was to love the Lord God with all of one’s heart, soul, and mind. 
Jesus then went the next step to say that the second greatest command is to 
love one’s neighbor as oneself. 

Paul repeated Jesus’ explanation that the commandments in the law 
that guide human-to-human relationships—do not commit adultery; 
do not murder; do not steal; do not covet—can be summed up by this 
commandment: Love your neighbor as yourself. Christians are not 
motivated to treat others with honesty and integrity just to score points with 
God. Rather, we are to be motivated by the same law of love that motivates 
our obedience to God. The Greek word for love in this verse—agape [ah GAH 
pay]—refers to self-giving, sacrificial love that acts in the best interest of 
another. It is Christlike love in the highest sense. Our love for one another 
should reflect His love for us (John 13:34). 

VERSE 10

Love does no wrong to a neighbor. Love, therefore, is the 

fulfillment of the law.  

Paul summarized the previous verse in a succinct way: Love does no wrong 
to a neighbor. Love does not look for legalistic loopholes or try to change the 
law’s clear meaning. Love goes beyond the letter of the law to the spirit. Jesus 
taught this same truth in the Sermon on the Mount when He declared that 
kingdom citizens not only do not murder but also do not simmer with anger 
against someone; they not only do not commit adultery but also refuse to 
gaze with lust for someone who is not their spouse (see Matt. 5:21-22,27-28). 
While the law itemizes specific actions that are harmful to others (and thus 
are forbidden), love seeks to avoid any wrongdoing—attitude or action—that 
could harm another person. This is the reason that Paul could state that love 
… is the fulfillment of the law. The law’s true and ultimate purpose from 
the beginning was to create a Spirit-governed community characterized by 
selfless, sacrificial love for one another.
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ANTICIPATE (Rom. 13:11-14)

Jesus’ return is getting closer with each passing day. In light of this truth, 
believers are to live holy lives as we look for His return. 

VERSE 11

Besides this, since you know the time, it is already the hour for 

you to wake up from sleep, because now our salvation is nearer 

than when we first believed. 

Paul used several word pictures to motivate the Roman believers to live out 
the principles of Christlike love. First, he reminded them that they know 
the time (“understanding the present time,” NIV). That is, they were aware 
of the political, cultural, and spiritual conditions Christians faced in Rome 
and elsewhere. An emperor’s edicts against Christianity would affect them 
first but then would no doubt spread to the provinces. How the believers in 
Rome lived could impact the followers of Christ far beyond the capital city. 

Second, the hour had come for them to wake up from sleep (“slumber,” 
NIV). Paul used the phrase wake up from sleep figuratively to emphasize the 
urgency of Christians’ spiritual alertness and holy living. He used this imagery 
in other letters to urge believers to action (see Eph. 5:14; 1 Thess. 5:6-7). 

Third, Paul reminded believers in Rome that salvation was nearer than 
when they first believed. The Greek term rendered salvation likely refers in 
this context to the aspect of glorification that occurs for believers at Christ’s 
return. Salvation in its fullness includes justification (being made right with 
God at conversion), sanctification (maturing in faith and in the likeness of 
Christ during this life), and glorification (enjoying the full inheritance of 
God’s presence and glory at Christ’s return). Every day that passes during 
the believer’s present life moves a step closer to the end times. Thus, every 
day for the believer calls for urgency in sanctification. 

VERSE 12

The night is nearly over, and the day is near; so let us discard the 

deeds of darkness and put on the armor of light. 

Continuing the call for urgency, Paul used terms such as night and darkness 
to contrast with the ideas of day and light. The apostle used these terms to 
describe the present, evil age in contrast to the coming day of Christ’s return in 
glory. His point was to press upon the Roman Christians the urgency of living 
for Christ in the here and now. Living in the midst of a culture dominated 
by sin and corruption only heightened the need for believers to discard the 
deeds of darkness (sin) and put on the armor of light (sanctification). 
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VERSE 13

Let us walk with decency, as in the daytime: not in carousing and 

drunkenness; not in sexual impurity and promiscuity; not in 

quarreling and jealousy. 

As a consequence of anticipating Christ’s return, believers are to walk with 
decency. The Greek term rendered decency (“honestly,” KJV; “properly,” ESV) 
actually is an adverb describing the manner in which believers are to live. 
People exhibiting righteous lifestyles have no fear of the daytime. 

By contrast, the deeds of darkness fear being exposed. Paul portrayed 
examples of such sinful behavior in three sets of similar activities. Carousing 
(“rioting,” KJV: “orgies” ESV) and drunkenness often go hand in hand. 
People who love to party use strong drink to cast off restraints in search 
of self-gratification, often leading to sexual impurity and promiscuity 
(“wantonness,” KJV; “sensuality,” ESV; “debauchery” NIV). The third pair of 
sinful actions include quarreling and jealousy. Believers are to reject all of 
these “deeds of darkness” in favor of living in Christlike ways.

VERSE 14

But put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and don’t make plans to gratify 

the desires of the flesh. 

The phrase put on the Lord Jesus Christ draws on the imagery of clothing—
what people notice immediately when they come into someone’s presence. 
Paul urged believers to live so that their Christlike behavior is as evident 
to others as the garments they wear. The proper goal of believers is to allow 
Christ to live His life in and through them (see Gal. 2:20). 

People who are serious about following Jesus do not make plans to 
gratify the desires of the flesh. They remove or avoid potential sources 
of temptation as much as possible. Sadly, some believers knowingly put 
themselves in situations in which they are likely to face temptations to sin. 
Mature believers look for every means available not only to avoid sinning but 
also to flee from temptation.

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Second Coming” on pages 1423–1424 in the 

Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What do you 

most look forward to concerning Christ’s second coming? How does the 

certainty of Christ’s return impact your daily life? 
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A
Believers should accept and encourage other believers to 
facilitate unity.

Jury duty is an interesting civic obligation. From a pool of potential jurors, 
twelve are selected to sit in judgment of a particular case. One day I was 
selected to serve on a jury, and I could not help but notice the variety of 
backgrounds represented in the group. Our jury included both men and 
women spanning four different adult generations. At least three different 
ethnic backgrounds were represented, and all the members came from a 
spectrum of political preferences and social strata. However, we all shared 
one overriding characteristic: we were loyal American citizens who had been 
asked to serve in a crucial role in search of justice.

In the American legal system, two sides in serious conflict have an 
opportunity at trial to present evidence, question witnesses, and formulate 
arguments. The jury can only watch and listen as these activities proceed. 
After the two sides make their closing arguments, the judge instructs the 
jury concerning the applicable laws and then gives the case to the jury for 
deliberation and decision. Only the jurors can be inside the deliberation 
room; only they can render a decision. And they must work together to try to 
reach a consensus regarding a just verdict. 

In everyday life, we all make judgments about many things—and about 
other people. Sadly, we sometimes make judgments about others with less 
than Christlike motives. Jealousy, prejudice, anger, and fear can negatively 
influence the way we think about others even before we have an opportunity 
to get to know them. Without Christ’s love, we often rush to judge people 
because of their words, deeds, political persuasions, or appearance. Instead 
of building on what we have in common, we separate ourselves into smaller 
and smaller groups. Rather than glorifying God, we end up hurting others 
and condemning ourselves to be judged as we have judged. 

In chapter 14 of Romans, Paul returned to the theme of unity in the body of 
Christ. In Christ, Jewish and Gentile believers were brothers and sisters in one 
family—God’s family. The believers in Rome needed to accept and encourage 
one another in the church. We as believers today need to do the same. 

Session 13 > Romans 14:1-12
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 14:1–15:13

Throughout his letter, Paul addressed spiritual issues related to the diverse 
membership of the Roman church. The Gentile believers were sinners, but so 
were the Jewish Christians. Both groups received salvation through faith in 
Jesus Christ. God had gifted individual believers with spiritual abilities to 
minister to one another in the body of Christ. All believers were important 
to the spiritual health of the Christian community as a whole. 

Still, some churches continued to experience conflict related to believers’ 
different cultural and ethnic backgrounds. Christians in Rome were not 
immune from such conflict. In Romans 14:1–15:13, Paul addressed the issue. 
He went to the heart of the matter—believers’ acceptance of one another in 
Christ regarding nonessential matters. These were not theological differences 
related to the gospel or holy living but rather cultural and personal differences 
about such things as diet and holy days.

The first dispute related to what Christians should eat or drink. Many 
Jewish believers continued to follow dietary customs that were part of their 
Jewish heritage. Many Gentile believers, on the other hand, did not observe 
the same traditions with regard to certain foods. A second issue concerned 
the observance of various holy days. Some Jewish believers no doubt 
maintained their observance of these days as expressions of commitment 
to God while believing in Jesus as their Lord and Savior. Conflict arose, 
however, when these Jewish believers insisted that Gentile believers needed 
to observe the holy days as well. 

Instead of taking sides with one group or the other, Paul focused on the 
deeper issue of their attitudes as brothers and sisters in God’s family. He 
encouraged all believers to consider ways to honor and accept one another 
rather than criticizing and separating into cliques.  

Paul urged the Christians in Rome to be willing to change their behavior 
when doing so would not be a compromise of their faith and, indeed, would 
strengthen the faith of weaker believers. At the very least, stronger Christians 
should avoid becoming stumbling blocks to believers with weaker faith. This 
step required much grace. 

Motivation for such gracious adjustments would come from two sources: 
Christ’s example and Christ’s love that was in them. Paul reminded believers 
that Jesus had surrendered His rights to provide for their salvation. Paul 
also spoke of Christ’s sacrificial love for sinners. Believers were to reciprocate 
Jesus’ love by loving one another. Christian love seeks the good of others 
rather than demanding that others conform to our preferences.
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EXPLORE THE TEXT

STOP JUDGING (Rom. 14:1-4)

Christians should refrain from being judgmental toward other believers. 
Christians are servants of God and are accountable to Him alone. 

VERSE 1

Accept anyone who is weak in faith, but don’t argue about 

disputed matters. 

The Greek word rendered accept means “to welcome or receive” another 
person. Paul used the imperative form of this term to indicate that he was 
not merely giving a suggestion for Christian relationships. Relationships in 
the church were too important to be left to personal preference.  

Because this admonition commands the acceptance of one who is weak 
in faith, Paul was primarily addressing believers who considered themselves 
strong in faith. The phrase weak in faith may refer either to a lack of spiritual 
maturity or a less than complete doctrinal understanding (“weak in the 
faith,” KJV). In this case, Paul likely was addressing believers who, like him, 
understood their faith-relationship with Christ did not stand or fall based on 
what they ate or whether they observed certain holy days. 

Additionally, Paul did not use the phrase weak in faith to talk down about 
fellow believers. His theme in this section of the letter was, in fact, just the 
opposite: to encourage mutual respect and acceptance among all believers. 
He was probably describing fellow Jews who had come to believe in Jesus 
Christ as Lord and Savior yet also continued to practice dietary rules and 
holy day observances prescribed in the Old Testament law. Paul did not 
charge these believers in Rome with trying to promote a faith-plus-works 
righteousness as he accused some teachers in Galatia of doing (see Gal. 
1:6-9; 3:1-4). Instead, he simply encouraged stronger believers to patiently 
and respectfully accept Christians who might differ from them on tertiary 
matters of church practice. 

Accordingly, believers were not to spend their time and energy arguing 
about disputed matters (“doubtful disputations,” KJV; “opinions,” ESV; 
“disputable matters,” NIV). The unity of the church is more important than 
winning debates on issues that are not vital to the gospel. The disputed 

matters did not relate to doctrinal foundations of the gospel but to various 
practices unrelated to fundamental beliefs. The Roman Christians faced 
much more important matters. Paul did not want them to get caught up in 
divisive controversies that hindered their fellowship and testimony. 

© 2019 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



124 E        B  

VERSE 2

One person believes he may eat anything, while one who is weak 

eats only vegetables. 

The first disputed matter Paul mentioned related to the Christian’s diet. 
Jewish believers knew that Old Testament law placed restrictions on what 
Jews could eat, declaring some types of creatures as “unclean” (see Lev. 11). 
Here, Paul may have been describing a situation that went beyond the Mosaic 
law’s dietary rules. After all, Jews were permitted to eat meat—but not the 
blood (see Lev. 17:10-12)—from animals deemed “clean.” In Romans 14:2, 
however, the dispute appeared to be between Christians who believed it was 
OK to eat anything and others (whom Paul described as weak in faith) who 
declined to eat any type of meat. They ate only vegetables (“herbs,” KJV). 

In 1 Corinthians 8:4-8, Paul may have provided more background on the 
nature of this dispute over food in Rome. In Corinth, some of the meat sold 
in the marketplace had come from pagan temples. After the meat had been 
used in sacrificial offerings to the various idols, it was then transferred to 
the marketplace for sale. Some Christians, Jewish believers in particular, 
thought that buying and eating such meat was tantamount to worshiping 
idols. Paul refuted that idea, yet he counseled believers who agreed with 
him not to put a spiritual stumbling block in the way of other believers who 
thought differently (see 1 Cor. 8:9).

VERSE 3

One who eats must not look down on one who does not eat, and 

one who does not eat must not judge one who does, because God 

has accepted him. 

For Paul, the most troubling aspect of the dispute over diet was the potential 
for believers to become judgmental of one another and lose their unity. 
The temptation on one hand was for those believers who reveled in their 
freedom in Christ to look down on one who does not eat freely all types of 
food, whatever their source. On the other hand, the temptation for believers 
who prided themselves in restricting their diet for religious reasons was to 
question the salvation of any believer who thought (and acted) differently. 
Paul knew that Christians who allowed such a dispute to divide them 
spiritually did not have a food problem. They had a problem of the heart.

The phrase look down on (“despise,” KJV; ESV; “treat with contempt,” NIV) 
describes an attitude of contempt and hatred, the opposite of Christian 
love. Similarly, the Greek term rendered judge presupposes a sense of moral 
superiority over another. Paul reminded believers that God’s acceptance of 
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all people—Jews and Gentiles—into His redeemed family is not based on 
what they eat but on whether they have placed their faith in Jesus Christ. 

VERSE 4

Who are you to judge another’s household servant? Before his 

own Lord he stands or falls. And he will stand, because the Lord is 

able to make him stand. 

Paul illustrated the improper nature of a Christian’s being judgmental about 
another believer’s salvation. He used the imagery of the relationship between 
a landowner and a household servant. A guest in the landowner’s house had 
no right to judge—that is, to disparage the worthiness and genuineness of—
the servant’s relationship to the master of the household. 

Paul declared that every believer’s relationship with God stands or 
falls based on the Lord’s judgment, not on the improper critiques of other 
believers. Our salvation as believers is secure solely because the Lord is able 
to make us stand. The Greek verb rendered stand means “to be established, 
fixed.” It is in a tense that describes an action completed in the past whose 
effect continues indefinitely. Every genuine believer’s right standing before 
God is secure; therefore, we should be careful not to disparage one another’s 
faith but rather do all we can to encourage and build up one another. 

HONOR GOD (Rom. 14:5-8)

Christians are to focus on how they can honor God in their lives. The basis 
of this conviction follows the principle of ownership, recognizing that all 
believers belong to God and thus should honor the Lord in everything.

VERSE 5

One person judges one day to be more important than another 

day. Someone else judges every day to be the same. Let each one 

be fully convinced in his own mind. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Judging” on page 939 in the Holman Illustrated 

Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. How would you explain the 

difference between being judgmental on one hand and being discerning 

of others’ immature attitudes and behavior on the other? 
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The second point of contention addressed in this passage related to the 
observances of special days. The dispute among believers in Rome may 
have centered around the proper day of Christian worship (Sabbath Day or 
first day of the week) or the observance (or not) of additional holy days in 
the Jewish calendar. In any case, Paul approached the dispute in a similar 
way that he addressed the dispute over food. That is, he acknowledged the 
differences of opinion and practice among believers but asserted they must 
not let this issue disrupt their unity or become a stumbling block for weaker 
believers. 

Paul described the two sides. On one hand were those who considered 
one day to be more important than another day. That is, certain days 
of the week and year intrinsically held more significance than all the other 
days. These believers could not imagine that worship or celebrations held on 
different days had any validity. On the other hand were those Christians who 
considered every day to be the same in terms of its potential for worship or 
celebration in the Lord. These believers may have argued that Christians can 
and should honor the Lord every day, not just on designated days.

Paul did not argue for one side of the dispute or the other. Instead, he 
challenged the believers to be fully convinced in their own minds about the 
matter and then to respect and appreciate the other side’s convictions. The 
greater issue at the root of the dispute was for believers to honor the Lord.

VERSE 6

Whoever observes the day, observes it for the honor of the Lord. 

Whoever eats, eats for the Lord, since he gives thanks to God; and 

whoever does not eat, it is for the Lord that he does not eat it, and 

he gives thanks to God. 

This verse underscores Paul’s effort to help the Roman believers move beyond 
disputed matters to the more important issue: why a believer eats or doesn’t 
eat certain foods and why a believer might place great significance on one 
day over another day. If someone observes (“regardeth,” KJV; “regards … 
as special,” NIV) the day—likely referring to specific holy days—then that 
believer presumably observes it for the honor of the Lord. 

Similarly, the believer who eats all types of food presumably gives thanks 
to God for the food and thus is eating for the Lord (“to the Lord,” KJV; “in 
honor of the Lord,” ESV). Yet, believers who restrict their diet (does not eat) 
also do this for the Lord and presumably thank God for His provision just as 
other believers do. Paul’s point was that neither side in these disputes could 
claim spiritual superiority over the other side. The apostle urged Christians 
on both sides to appreciate the other side for seeking to honor Christ through 
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their lifestyle practices. If both sides would do this, then all the believers 
would build their unity and grow in their faith to God’s glory. 

VERSES 7-8

For none of us lives for himself, and no one dies for himself. 

If we live, we live for the Lord; and if we die, we die for the Lord. 

Therefore, whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord. 

Unity in the body of Christ begins by recognizing the interdependence of its 
members. No believer should imagine himself or herself to be a “lone ranger” 
in the church. Paul set forth the principle that, in Christ, none of us lives for 
himself, and no one dies for himself. Whatever we do in life, particularly 
as part of the body of Christ, affects others just as their actions impact us. 

The church in Rome did not have the luxury of wasting time in disputes 
over insignificant issues. They were engaged in a spiritual battle being played 
out in an antagonistic culture. They needed one another in life and in death.

Our lives as believers are bound to Christ the Lord. Paul wrote in another 
letter about his personal conviction that to live was Christ and to die in 
Christ was gain (see Phil. 1:21). That same sentiment flowed through Paul’s 
pen to the believers in Rome. Whether they lived or died, it was for the 
Lord. Their lives were not only bound to one another but also—and most 
importantly—to Christ. Christ had bought them (and all believers) with a 
price (1 Cor. 6:20). Therefore, what was of utmost concern for believers was 
their faithfulness to the Lord. The questions about what foods could be eaten 
or what days were important paled in comparison to this question: Did they 
belong to the Lord? This was the true life-and-death matter for all believers.

REMOVE OBSTACLES (Rom. 14:9-12)

Christians need to be respectful of one another’s sincerely held convictions 
and avoid being stumbling blocks within the church. Believers have freedom 
in honoring God regarding what they eat or avoid eating. We should make life 
choices with the awareness that we are accountable to God for our actions. 

EXPLORE FURTHER

What are some examples in today’s church life about which Paul would 

admonish believers not to divide but to show humble respect to one 

another? How does keeping our focus on honoring the Lord help us build 

unity in the church and not cause division?
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VERSE 9

Christ died and returned to life for this: that he might be Lord 

over both the dead and the living. 

The essence of the gospel is that Christ died and returned to life. His 
sacrificial death on our behalf made atonement for our sins. His resurrection 
proved not only His claim of being the Son of God but also His supremacy over 
death. The insignificant issues being debated among the believers in Rome 
did not begin to compare with the importance of these two fundamental 
facts of the gospel. 

Christ’s primary purpose was (and is) to provide salvation for all who 
believe in Him as Savior and Lord. Sin’s wages had to be paid. Jesus stepped 
in and died on the cross in our place, taking our punishment on Himself. 
The good news includes the pronouncement that Jesus not only died for 
us but also arose from the grave and is alive forevermore! As such, He is 
Lord over both the dead and the living. This declaration establishes the 
foundation for two concepts vital to Paul’s point. First, the Roman believers 
needed to focus their attention on the central issues of the gospel rather 
than on secondary issues. Second, Jesus’ lordship over all is the basis for His 
authority as the Judge of all 

VERSE 10

But you, why do you judge your brother or sister? Or you, why do 

you despise your brother or sister? For we will all stand before the 

judgment seat of God. 

Since Jesus is Lord of all, we as believers have no reason to judge a Christian 
brother or sister. We lack both authority and standing for sitting in the 
place of judgment reserved for the Lord. Using the literary tool of parallelism, 
Paul repeated the principle with a heightened sense of rebuke. The Roman 
believers had no cause to despise (“set at nought,” KJV; “treat … with 
contempt,” NIV) one another—particularly in regard to disputable matters 
about the best way to honor the Lord.  

Paul reminded the believers that we will all stand before the judgment 
seat of God. The judgment seat referred to is not the judgment in which all 
unbelievers are consigned to hell along with the devil and his angels (see 
Matt. 25:41-46; Rev. 20:11-15). Rather, this is the judgment in which Christ 
rewards His people for their faithful service (see 1 Cor. 3:10-15; 2 Cor. 5:10). 
However, Paul’s point was not intended to be a theological explanation of 
the end-times judgments. Rather, he simply wanted to emphasize Jesus’ 
teaching that His followers are not to judge one another (see Matt. 7:1-5). 
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VERSE 11

For it is written, As I live, says the Lord, every knee will bow to 

me, and every tongue will give praise to God. 

Drawing from the Book of Isaiah (see Isa. 45:23), Paul reminded believers 
that God is sovereign. He is the one before whom every knee will bow and 
every tongue will give praise. Paul emphasized scriptural authority by 
introducing the prophet’s quotation with the phrase for it is written. Paul’s 
statement was not personal opinion but rather the Word of God. 

Therefore, since only the Lord has the authority to judge, we as believers 
should not presume to usurp His divine prerogative. Leaving all judgment to 
the Lord, we are free to relate to one another as fellow believers and spiritual 
siblings in the redeemed family of God.

VERSE 12

So then, each of us will give an account of himself to God.

We need to be careful of how we treat one another as brothers and sisters in 
Christ. In this brief verse, Paul made several important observations that 
motivate us to refrain from being judgmental toward one another.

First, the apostle noted the universality of accountability in the words 
each of us. No believer is exempt from being accountable for their attitudes 
and actions. Second, Paul underscored the certainty of judgment. We all will 
give an accounting of our lives. Third, Paul emphasized the accountability 
itself in the phrase an account. Finally, Paul underscored the One to whom 
we will give an account: to God. We will not be judged by other believers in 
the end times; therefore, let us not be judgmental toward one another now.

Believers need to express respect and appreciation for one another. We 
have freedom in Christ to honor Him in different ways so long as those ways 
are consistent with Scripture, practiced in good conscience, and bring glory 
to the Lord. We must not allow judgmental attitudes to become stumbling 
blocks that hinder people from coming to Christ or young believers from 
growing in their faith. People deserve to have clear access to the Lord who 
died and rose again that they might be saved.

EXPLORE FURTHER

How can a disruptive atmosphere among believers in the church be an 

obstacle to evangelism? What processes and practices does your church 

have in place to handle conflict that may arise among believers?
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R
Believers must make every effort to share the gospel 
with everyone.

Chester wanted everyone to hear about the gospel. He had come to believe in 
Christ later in life. Moreover, he continued to be amazed by the thought that 
God had forgiven his sins and saved him. Chester expressed his gratitude to 
God every day for salvation even as he developed a deep sense of urgency 
that God wanted other people to be saved too. So everywhere he went, 
Chester sought to turn his everyday contacts and conversations with people 
into opportunities to share the gospel. 

I visited with Chester one day when he was hospitalized for a serious 
procedure. As I arrived at the hospital, a medical team was in his room, 
preparing Chester for surgery. When they finally allowed me to go in and 
see my friend, I noticed that he had tears in his eyes. These were not tears 
of pain, however, but tears of joy. Chester told me the story of his sharing 
the gospel with one of the nurses on the medical team and of her praying to 
receive Christ as Savior just moments before I entered the room.

Once he was back on his feet, Chester continued his practice of reaching 
out to others with the gospel on a daily basis. In the summer seasons, he 
participated in planned mission endeavors, often supervising teams of 
students who worked to repair and paint houses as a gospel ministry. 
Chester took every opportunity that he could to engage curious onlookers 
in conversations, always looking for ways to steer the conversations toward 
the gospel message. 

In all his witnessing efforts, Chester stayed focused on the main features 
of the gospel—the truth that Jesus Christ the Son of God died on the cross 
for our sins, rose again, and would forgive anyone who repented and believed 
in Him. Chester kept it simple, and the approach worked well. Today, 
hundreds of people can tell about coming to faith in Christ through a pleasant 
conversation they had with a sincere, friendly believer named Chester. 

In this concluding session of our study in Romans, we will focus on Paul’s 
challenge that God wants every believer—regardless of age, experience, 
education, status, or anything else—to reach out to others with the gospel.

Session 14 > Romans 15:14-21,30-33
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UNDERSTAND THE CONTEXT

ROMANS 15:14–16:27

Paul was a master at communicating the gospel through his epistles. Even his 
closing notes and greetings contained purpose and insight. In Romans 15:14–
16:27, Paul emphasized four distinct points. First, he reiterated the purpose of 
his letter to the believers in Rome. Although he had addressed issues related 
to both Jewish and Gentile Christians, Paul’s underlying purpose was to 
unify the church (or house churches) in Rome so as to advance the mission of 
taking the gospel to all the nations. Paul encouraged the Roman believers to 
set aside insignificant differences for the greater goal of reaching others with 
the message of salvation in Christ. In particular, the apostle yearned to take 
the gospel “where Christ has not been named” (Rom. 15:20).

Second, Paul wanted to inform the Roman believers of his travel plans so 
that they might anticipate his arrival in Rome and prepare to help him on 
his way. He wanted to spend time with the believers in Rome before moving 
farther westward to Spain. This section of Paul’s letter helps Bible students 
identify his place of writing (likely Corinth) and his immediate destination 
(Jerusalem). Paul had been traveling through the regions of Macedonia and 
Achaia, gathering a benevolent offering to aid the beleaguered believers 
in Jerusalem. He was amazed by the generosity of these Gentile believers 
on behalf of suffering Jewish Christians in Judea. Consequently, Paul had 
decided to temporarily defer his mission to Spain (by way of Rome) until he 
could deliver the offering to Jerusalem. (The apostle did not know at this 
time that he would come to Rome in a much different manner than planned!)

Third, Paul included important personal comments about individuals who 
had worked with him in the gospel mission. Some of his acknowledgments 
extended to his companions and the bearers of the letter. Most of the 
greetings, however, concerned people whom Paul had met elsewhere but who 
happened to be in Rome at the time of writing. Among these coworkers were 
Aquila and Priscilla, who had been fellow tent-making missionaries in other 
places but had made their way back to Rome (see Acts 18:2-3,18; Rom. 16:3-
5). Each name carried a story. Students of this epistle would do well to search 
other Pauline epistles as well as the Book of Acts to learn more. 

Fourth, couched in the context of a gracious benediction, Paul gave a 
parting warning against divisive individuals who might disrupt the unity 
of believers in Rome. Having diligently expounded the nature and need for 
Christian unity, Paul did not want the church to be harmed by people whose 
intentions were ungodly. He closed the epistle by committing the believers 
to the divine care of “the only wise God, through Jesus Christ” (Rom. 16:27). 

© 2019 LifeWay Christian Reso urces



132 E        B  

EXPLORE THE TEXT

FULFILL YOUR CALLING (Rom. 15:14-16)

Having commended the Roman believers, Paul explained that he was writing 
in fulfillment of his calling as a minister of Christ to the Gentiles. People 
who came to Christ comprised an offering to be presented to the Lord.

VERSE 14

My brothers and sisters, I myself am convinced about you that 

you also are full of goodness, filled with all knowledge, and able to 

instruct one another.  

Paul again addressed the Roman believers affectionately as his brothers and 
sisters in the faith. The Greek text here contains only the word for brothers, 

but in this context his words surely applied to all believers of both genders. 
The apostle knew personally some of the believers in Rome and had worked 
with a few of them in other cities (Aquila and Priscilla, for example; see Acts 
18:2-3). More importantly, Paul wanted all the believers in Rome—even 
those he had never met—to know that he considered them as his spiritual 
siblings in God’s redeemed family.

Based on personal acquaintance, word-of-mouth reputation, and 
confidence in the Holy Spirit’s sanctifying work in all believers, Paul had 
no doubt that the Roman believers were full of goodness, filled with all 
knowledge, and able to instruct one another. The words I myself am 
convinced (“persuaded,” KJV; “satisfied,” ESV) underscored the apostle’s 
certainty that the church in Rome was progressing well in spiritual growth. 

Paul described his certainty about the Roman Christians with three 
phrases. First, the believers were full of goodness. The idea of goodness not 
only conveys a moral quality but also points to activity that benefits other 
people. Second, the believers were filled with all knowledge. They possessed not 
only the truth of the gospel but also the spiritual wisdom to apply Christ’s 
teachings in their daily lives in a cultural context such as Rome. The Greek 
word rendered filled is in the passive voice, suggesting that the filling with 
knowledge was the work of the Holy Spirit in the Roman believers. 

Third, as a result of their goodness and spiritual knowledge, the believers 
in Rome were able (“competent,” NIV) to instruct one another. Paul affirmed 
their competence in teaching one another about the truths and application 
of the gospel. By confirming his confidence in their spiritual maturity, Paul 
expected the recipients of his letter to recognize his spiritual authority and 
take seriously his teachings.
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VERSE 15

Nevertheless, I have written to remind you more boldly on some 

points because of the grace given me by God 

Some believers may have questioned why they needed additional instruction 
from Paul since they were already well versed in Christian doctrine and 
practice. The apostle assured them that his purpose in writing was simply to 
remind them more boldly on some points. 

Paul took seriously his calling and the revelation concerning the gospel 
he had received. He described his authority as a gospel teacher as the grace 
given me by God. We might also refer to it as the inspiration of the Holy 
Spirit. In other words, Paul did not write to the believers in Rome on his own 
initiative but under the Spirit’s guidance. Further, he did not write to give his 
opinions but to deliver the message the Spirit gave him to say.

VERSE 16

to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles, serving as a priest 

of the gospel of God. My purpose is that the Gentiles may be an 

acceptable offering, sanctified by the Holy Spirit. 

Paul described his ministry calling in two ways. First, God had called 
him to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles. The Greek word 
rendered minister literally means “public servant.” A form of this word is 
the basis of our English word liturgy. In the context of the early church, the 
term described a leader who devoted heart and soul to the well-being of the 
Christian community. From early on in his missionary work, Paul realized 
that his primary ministry responsibility was to the Gentiles (see Acts 13:46). 
He continued to care deeply, of course, about the salvation of his fellow Jews 
(see Rom. 10:1). Still, Paul recognized that, as the apostle to the Gentiles,  he 
needed to stay focused on preaching the gospel in new places where Gentiles 
could hear it and be saved. 

Second, Paul described his ministry calling as a priest of the gospel of 
God. He used the term priest in a functional sense. That is, Paul had not 
served as a temple priest before his conversion. He was not in the priesthood. 
His role as the apostle to the Gentiles, however, had a priestly aspect. Just as 
the priest’s role was to offer sacrifices to God on behalf of worshipers, Paul’s 
purpose in the gospel was to present many Gentile believers to God as an 
acceptable offering, sanctified by the Holy Spirit (compare Rom. 12:1). 

The phrase sanctified by the Holy Spirit emphasizes that the Spirit 
empowered Paul for service among the Gentiles, worked in the hearts of 
people to convict and convince them of their need for salvation, and worked 
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in the lives of believers to propel them to spiritual maturity. In every way at 
every point, the Holy Spirit makes believers into a holy offering to God.

BOAST ABOUT JESUS (Rom. 15:17-19)

Paul boasted about Jesus to others. He acknowledged that what had been 
accomplished in believers’ lives was a direct result of God’s work. 

VERSE 17

Therefore I have reason to boast in Christ Jesus regarding what 

pertains to God. 

Understanding his roles as the Lord’s minister and priest, Paul did not claim 
credit for anything he had done. The introductory word therefore connects 
what he said in the previous verses to the reason he had to boast (“glory,” 
KJV; NIV) in Christ Jesus. Paul had warned previously in the letter against 
boasting in anything or anyone other than the Lord (see Rom. 2:17,23; 
3:27). Salvation (what pertains to God) was (and is) the work of God 
alone. Further, the advance of the gospel among the Gentiles could only be 
attributed to God’s grace and power. 

VERSE 18

For I would not dare say anything except what Christ has 

accomplished through me by word and deed for the obedience of 

the Gentiles,  

Paul assured the believers in Rome that nothing he had written in his letter 
or would teach when he arrived in Rome was based on personal opinion. 
He dared not say anything except what Christ had accomplished in and 
through him to bring about the obedience of the Gentiles. In other words, 
Christ alone had provided salvation for sinners through His atoning death 
on the cross and victorious resurrection. Christ alone was the Savior who 
opened the way of salvation (by grace through faith) not only for Jews but 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Read the article titled “Sanctification” on pages 1412–1413 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What evidence do 

you see in Romans 15:14-16 that Paul was as concerned about believers’ 

growing in their faith as he was about reaching people with the gospel?
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also for the Gentiles. Christ alone had captured the heart of Paul on the road 
to Damascus and selected him as a chosen instrument to carry Jesus’ name 
to “Gentiles, kings, and Israelites” (Acts 9:15). And Christ alone had worked 
through Paul (by word and deed) to save many Gentiles. As the apostle 
stated in Colossians 3:11, “Christ is all and in all.” 

When we trust Christ as Savior and receive Him as Lord, our lives are 
transformed. As a result, people should see Christ in us—and nothing else.

VERSE 19

by the power of miraculous signs and wonders, and by the power 

of God’s Spirit. As a result, I have fully proclaimed the gospel of 

Christ from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum. 

Paul went on to further explain what he meant in the previous verse by the 
phrase “by word and deed.” That is, Christ had manifested Himself in Paul’s 
ministry to the Gentiles in two distinct yet related ways. First, Christ had 
manifested Himself by the power of miraculous signs and wonders. The 
Book of Acts, especially chapters 13–28, describes numerous miraculous 
events that occurred in connection with Paul’s missionary journeys (see Acts 
13:11-12; 14:8-10; 15:12; 16:25-31; 19:11-12; 20:9-12; 27:22-25; 28:3-6).

Second, Christ had manifested Himself in Paul’s ministry by the power 
of God’s Spirit. This was especially evident when the Spirit came upon 
people in power as they responded to Paul’s gospel preaching (see Acts 
13:48,52; 19:4-7. He had fully proclaimed the gospel of Christ, resulting 
in many conversions and the establishment of a number of growing 
churches. The phrase fully proclaimed did not mean that Paul had evangelized 
every single person from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum [ih 
LIHR ih kuhm]. Rather, it meant that by the Spirit’s presence and power, the 
apostle had consistently and effectively proclaimed the full message of Jesus 
everywhere he had traveled during his missionary journeys. 

We have no record in Scripture that Paul traveled into the province of 
Illyricum, an area located north of Macedonia and east of the Adriatic Sea. In 
one reference, 2 Timothy 4:10, Paul mentioned that his missionary coworker, 
Titus, had gone to Dalmatia, a region in the province of Illyricum. However, 
the apostle’s wording in Romans 15:19 can be understood to mean that the 
apostle evangelized as far north as the border of Illyricum.

The primary point was that Paul had been faithful to proclaim the gospel of 

Christ throughout the Gentile world. The phrase of Christ can be understood in 
two possible ways. It can emphasize either that the gospel belongs to Christ or 
that the gospel is about Him. In either understanding, the good news of Jesus 
had proven powerful in transforming people’s lives throughout the world.  
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Believers should be careful to point others to Jesus. We do not rely on our 
personal knowledge, wisdom, or techniques to be effective in witnessing for 
Christ. Dependent on the Holy Spirit, we can confidently share what Jesus 
has done in our lives and what He could do in their lives as well.

SEEK THE LOST (Rom. 15:20-21)

Paul declared his desire to share the gospel with people who had not yet 
heard about Jesus. He wanted to start new churches in new places. 

VERSE 20

My aim is to preach the gospel where Christ has not been named, 

so that I will not build on someone else’s foundation, 

Paul’s desire and aim (“I strived,” KJV; “ambition,” ESV; NIV) as an apostle to 
the Gentiles was to push back the darkness by preaching the gospel where 
Christ has not been named. It was this Spirit-fueled desire that had first 
propelled Paul and other believers in the church at Antioch to take the gospel 
into predominantly Gentile areas of the Roman Empire (see Acts 13:1-3). The 
missionaries’ strategy in this work was to establish churches in various towns 
and cities, train leaders who could shepherd the congregations and carry 
forward the churches’ evangelistic impact, and then move on to new places. 

We do not know who established the church in Rome or when it was 
started. Quite possibly some of the Jews and proselytes from Rome who 
were in Jerusalem and witnessed the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on 
the day of Pentecost (see Acts 2:10) became believers and returned home 
to start the church. In any case, Paul certainly wanted to spend time with 
the Christians in Rome and minister among them (see Rom. 1:13), yet his 
greater passion was to evangelize and plant churches in places where the 
people had never heard the name of Christ. His calling was not to build 
on someone else’s foundation—that is, to be a long-term pastor of an 
established congregation—but to start new churches in unevangelized 
places such as Spain (see 15:24). 

EXPLORE FURTHER

Review the map of Paul’s missionary travels on page 1230 in the Holman 

Illustrated Bible Dictionary, Revised and Expanded. What would a map of 

your gospel travels (places you have shared the gospel) look like to date? 

In what place(s) have you seen the Lord work amazingly in people’s lives?
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VERSE 21

but, as it is written, Those who were not told about him will see, 

and those who have not heard will understand. 

Paul quoted from Isaiah 52:15, a verse in Isaiah’s fourth messianic “Servant 
Song” (see Isa. 52:13–53:12). Paul was not claiming that Isaiah foresaw his 
apostolic ministry per se. Rather, he was asserting that Isaiah correctly 
foresaw the gospel of Christ one day effectively reaching people groups who 
neither had access to the Old Testament Scriptures (were not told about 
him) and as yet had not heard the gospel message. Paul understood his 
ministry as contributing to the fulfillment of Isaiah’s prophetic word. 

Believers are to go intentionally and engage people who have not heard 
the gospel message. The unsaved peoples of the world need to hear the good 
news so they can believe in Jesus Christ and be saved (see Rom. 10:14-15).

PARTNER WITH OTHERS (Rom. 15:30-33)

VERSE 30

Now I appeal to you, brothers and sisters, through our Lord Jesus 

Christ and through the love of the Spirit, to strive together with 

me in fervent prayers to God on my behalf. 

Paul made an appeal for prayer before concluding his letter with greetings. 
Although he had yet to meet many of these believers, he considered all 
of them his brothers and sisters in Christ. He earnestly desired their 
partnership in ministry, and one of the strongest ways they could help was 
to strive together with Paul (“join me in my struggle,” NIV) in fervent 
prayers to God on his behalf. This verse offers significant insight into Paul’s 
understanding of and confidence in intercessory prayer. 

VERSE 31

Pray that I may be rescued from the unbelievers in Judea, that my 

ministry to Jerusalem may be acceptable to the saints, 

EXPLORE FURTHER

To what place(s) or group of people would you desire to have the 

opportunity to visit and share the gospel? What hinders you from praying 

for the Lord to open that gospel opportunity for you in the near future?
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Paul then gave the believers in Rome three specific items to pray for on his 
behalf. First, he asked them to pray that God would protect him from the 
unbelievers in Judea. With the term unbelievers, Paul likely was referring 
to unbelieving Jews who knew (or knew about) the apostle and rejected the 
gospel with increasing hostility. Moreover, he had received warnings that 
danger awaited him in Jerusalem (see Acts 20:22-23; 21:4,11).

Second, Paul asked the Roman Christians to pray that his ministry to 
the suffering believers in Jerusalem might be acceptable to the saints. He 
had collected a relief offering from churches in the regions of Macedonia and 
Achaia to provide aid for poor Christian families in Judea (see Rom. 15:26). 
Paul did not want this ministry assistance to be misunderstood or derailed.

VERSE 32

and that, by God’s will, I may come to you with joy and be 

refreshed together with you. 

Third, Paul asked the Roman believers to pray that his plan to visit Rome 
and be refreshed together with the church might indeed occur. The apostle 
firmly believed that the best plans to make are by God’s will (see Jas. 4:13-15). 
He also believed that Christians’ fervent intercession to God is “very powerful 
in its effect” (Jas. 5:16). Thus, he pleaded for prayers that he would come to 
Rome with joy, free of concerns that surrounded his trip to Jerusalem. 

VERSE 33

May the God of peace be with all of you. Amen. 

Paul concluded this section of his letter with a benediction, or blessing. 
Having described three specific items for the Roman believers to pray for on 
his behalf, the apostle then prayed on their behalf. He prayed that the God 
of peace would be with all of the Christians in Rome. They lived in a city 
in which any day could bring a decree from the emperor that would threaten 
believers’ lives or well-being. God’s powerful presence would give them “the 
peace of God, which surpasses all understanding” (Phil. 4:7).

EXPLORE FURTHER

How can you partner with others in your Bible study group or church 

congregation to increase your evangelistic efforts? How can you provide 

support for individuals and groups who are able and willing to go to 

people groups that need to hear the gospel for the first time.
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Romans
Paul’s Letter to the Romans is the very heart of the gospel and is worthy of our careful 

study. Martin Luther, in the preface to his commentary on Romans, called this 

letter “the chief part of the New Testament.” He declared that every Christian 

should “occupy himself with it every day, as the daily bread of the soul. 

It can never be read or pondered too much, and the more it is dealt 

with the more precious it becomes, and the better it tastes.” 

The gospel—“the power of God for salvation” (Rom. 1:16)—

is the theme of Romans. This gospel not only saves us 

from the penalty of sin but also breaks the power of 

sin over us. Feed on this letter from Paul to the 

believers in Rome and taste for yourself God’s 

life-changing power. The more you study 

Romans, the more precious the gospel 

will become to you. 
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