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Romans Introduction

Today we begin a new series:  a study of the book of Romans.  Romans may be the single most important book in the Bible—it has been called the world’s most influential letter and, as we’ll see today, that’s probably correct.  It is bold, powerful, challenging letter that contains both deep theological and intensely practical truth. (In fact, Paul himself admits in Chapter 15 verse 15 that “I have written you quite boldly on some points…”  It is a very systematic letter which can read more like an elaborate theological essay than a letter;  at the same time, though, the arguments and explanations Paul uses to make his case are as clear and persuasive as anything you will ever read or study.  Simply put, the book of Romans is a masterpiece—he finest of many fine letters produced by Paul.
The Book of Romans contains—or, more accurately, is—a comprehensive statement of the gospel of Jesus Christ: God’s plan of salvation and righteousness for mankind, Jew and Gentile alike. In it we find many of the clearest and most direct statements of the basic truths of the gospel:  

Romans 3:20  Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

Romans 6:23  For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Romans 3:23-24  for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.

Romans 5:8  But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Romans 10:9-10  That if you confess with your mouth, "Jesus is Lord," and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved. For it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that you confess and are saved.

Romans 5:1  Therefore, since we have been justified through faith, we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom we have gained access by faith into this grace in which we now stand.

Romans is also the source of many of the greatest promises in scripture.  For example, in Chapter 8 alone we find these glorious promises:

Romans 8:1  Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus…
Romans 8:18  I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.
Romans 8:28 And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.
Romans 8:31-32  What, then, shall we say in response to this? If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us all things?

Romans 8:38-39  For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

It also contains some of the greatest practical instructions found anywhere in the Bible. For example, consider these:

Romans 6:11-12  In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. 

Romans 12:2  Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.

Romans 13:1  Everyone must submit himself to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established.

Romans 13:14  Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature

Romans is just chock full of these wonderful nuggets of truth, and we’re going to have a lot of fun over the next few months exploring for them together.
Romans is universally acknowledged to have been written by the Apostle Paul.  The first words in the books are, “Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel of God…”  There has never been any credible dispute about Paul’s authorship of the book, and the book contains many historical references that reinforce his claim of authorship.  For example, in Romans 16:3-4, Paul refers to Priscilla and Aquilla, who we know from Acts Chapter 18 Paul had met earlier in Corinth and with whom he had traveled to Ephesus.  Apparently, after spending some time Ephesus, Priscilla and Aquilla had made their way to Rome and had started a house church there.  The book’s beautifully crafted, systematic arguments are reflections of Paul’s excellent classical education.  His knowledge and skillful use of the OT are evidence of his training as a Pharisee under the great Jewish teacher Gamaliel.
The original recipient of the Roman letter was the church in Rome.  Romans 1:7 addresses the letter “to all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be saints.”  It is likely that the church in Rome had been established by Roman Jews who had been in Jerusalem on the first Pentecost and who had returned to Rome with their new faith.  However, because Rome was the capital city of the empire, the Roman church would likely have contained men and women from every corner of the world, so the church likely had a significant gentile population.  This would explain Paul’s argument in Chapter 1 that “since the creation of the world God's invisible qualities—his eternal power and divine nature—have been clearly seen, being understood from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.”  This is not an argument from scripture but from nature, aimed at Gentiles who did not have God’s law.  On the other hand, Paul’s arguments in Romans 2 through 4 and 9 through 11 are based significantly on OT scripture and seem to be aimed at Jews, indicating that the Roman church also had a significant population of Jewish converts.  
While the letter does not explicitly say so, there are hints in Romans of disputes between the gentile and Jewish Christians.  As in the book of Ephesians, Paul takes care in Romans to explain how the gospel applies equally to Jewish and Gentile converts.  The root of this dispute may have been Claudius’ edict in 49 AD expelling all the Jews from Rome because of arguments between the Jews and Christians over the validity of Jesus as the Messiah. While both Jews and Jewish Christians were expelled as a result of their infighting, nearly every Jew would have been expelled, with the result that the majority of people left in the Christian church at Rome would have been Gentile Christians. This gentile-dominated church developed along a different trajectory than churches in other places that grew out of Jewish synagogues.  When Claudius died in AD 54, and his successor Nero allowed the Jews to return to Rome, the dispute between Gentile and Jewish believers was likely rekindled, this time with the gentile Christians scorning the Jews because they theologically rationalized that the Jews were no longer God's people.  Paul takes pains to put this misconception to rest in Romans.

At the time of the writing of Romans, Paul had not yet been to Rome, so he had not yet met most of those to whom he was writing.  In 1:13-15 he says

13I do not want you to be unaware, brothers, that I planned many times to come to you (but have been prevented from doing so until now) in order that I might have a harvest among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles. 

Paul’s wish to visit Rome was fulfilled, but not quite in the way he had hoped.  His plan had been to go through Rome on his way to Spain; instead, he went to Rome as a prisoner after having been arrested and imprisoned in Jerusalem and appealing his case to Caesar.  He arrived in Rome in 60 AD after a harrowing journey and remained a prisoner there until his release in 62.  Tradition has it that Paul returned to Rome in 64 AD, where he was martyred as a part of the persecution of the church under Nero.  

Scholars believe that Romans was written in late AD 56 or early AD 57, while Paul was in Corinth on his way back to Jerusalem at the conclusion of his third missionary journey.  In Chapter 16, verse 23, Paul says, “Gaius, whose hospitality I and the whole church here enjoy, sends you his greetings.”  Gaius is thought to be Gaius Titius Justus, a Corinthian, in whose house Paul stayed while in Corinth.  (See Acts 18:7 and 1 Corinthians 1:14.)  In Chapter 15, verse 25, Paul says, “Now, however, I am on my way to Jerusalem in the service of the saints there.”  Why was Paul going to Jerusalem?  Paul was on his way to Jerusalem to deliver the relief offering he had collected from the churches in Macedonia and Corinth, which is discussed in 2 Corinthians Chapters 8 and 9.  (Paul’s’ third missionary journey is described in Act 18 through 21.)  The fact that Paul mentions in Romans that he had already collected the offering in Corinth (which he refers to as Achaia) that is anticipated in 2 Corinthians indicates that Romans was written after 1 and 2 Corinthians.  It also follows Galatians, which presents some of the same ideas, metaphors and arguments found in Romans.  In fact, Romans is a vast expansion of the idea of the idea of justification by faith first presented more briefly in Galatians.  
Because of the influence of Rome throughout the Roman Empire, it is likely that this letter was copied and widely distributed throughout the world, and that it had a significant influence on the development of Christian doctrine in the early church.  When Peter says in 2 Peter 3, “Bear in mind that our Lord’s patience means salvation, just as our dear brother Paul also wrote you with the wisdom that God gave him,” he might very well be referring to Romans.

The book of Romans was not only significant in the early church.  It has been used by God over the centuries to make the truth of the gospel real to countless believers, including such influential men of the church like Augustine and Martin Luther.   Augustine, whose mother was a Christian but who had chosen to live a profligate and immoral life, came to faith as a result of being convicted by Romans 13:13 and 14:
Let us behave decently, as in the daytime, not in orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual immorality and debauchery, not in dissension and jealousy. 14Rather, clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.

He described the experience like this:
Instantly, as the sentence ended—by a light, as it were of security infused into my heart—all of the gloom of doubt was vanished away.  (Confessions, end of Book 8)

Martin Luther’s life was changed by reading Romans 1:17:
For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."

Here’s how that verse affected him:
I had no love for that holy and just God who punishes sinners.  I was filled with secret anger against him:  I hated Him, because, not content with frightening by the law and the miseries of life us wretched sinners—already ruined by original sin—He still further increased our tortures by the gospel…  But when by the Spirit of God I understood those words—when I learned how the justification of the sinner proceeds from the free mercy of our Lord through faith—then I felt born again like a new man.   In very truth, this language of St. Paul was to me the true gate of paradise.

Martin Luther called the book of Romans “the chief part of the New Testament and the very purest gospel.”  He also said that “every Christian should know it word for word, by heart, and occupy himself with it every day, as the daily bread of the soul.”  What do you think about that? Ready to start memorizing?
The significance of Romans continues down to today.  In fact, many of you likely came to know Christ as a result of reading Romans, or hearing verses selected from Romans.  Is that so?
Romans can be broken down into five sections.  Section 1, the Introduction, begins at the start and continues through Chapter 1 verse 15.  Section 2 begins with Chapter 1, verse 16 and continues through to the end of Chapter 8.  This section begins with the theme verses of the book, Romans 1:16-17:

I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile. For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: "The righteous will live by faith."

This second section of Romans contains Paul’s detailed arguments for the doctrines of justification and righteousness through faith in death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  Most of the best-known and loved verses and passages in Romans are found in this section.  

Section 3, which covers Chapter 9, 10, and 11, is a theological dissertation about the status of the Jews in the Christian era.  Has God turned his back on the Jews?  Why have they not embraced their Messiah?  What will become of the Jews?  Paul addresses all of these questions in this third section of Romans.   

The fourth section begins with Chapter 12, verses 1 and 2:

Therefore, I urge you, brothers, in view of God's mercy, to offer your bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God—this is your spiritual act of worship. 2Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.
In this section, Paul addresses the practical conclusions that should flow from the theological arguments he makes earlier in the book:  Therefore, since all of this is true, since we are justified by faith, we should change the way we live, escaping from the corruption of the world and being transformed by the truth we have received.  Section 4 continues to Chapter 15, verse 14.  

The last section of the book, the conclusion, covers the second part of Chapter 15 and Chapter 16.  Here Paul wraps up his argument, expresses his desire to visit Rome, and offers extensive personal greetings to his friends in Rome.  
I am really looking forward to this study.  I love this book—in fact, I would say that Chapter 8 of Romans might be my favorite Chapter in the entire Bible.  I’m eager to dig into Romans and find the deeper truths that God, though Paul, has buried in it for us.  Who knows how long it will take us to get through this—maybe a year?  But, as we usually do, we’ll take it no faster than we can go while carefully considering each idea and argument.  I hope you’ll stick around for the whole thing!
Next week, Lord willing, we’ll start with Chapter 1, verse 1.  See you then!

