Stepping into the
Courtroom of God

ROMANS
an introduction
The book of Romans is one of the most central letters in
the whole of the Bible. Charles Simeon wrote,
“The Epistle to the Romans...justly deserves to take the
lead of all the others. There is no other that is so full and
comprehensive on the great subject of a sinner’s justification before God; no other so orderly in its arrangement, or
so argumentative in its statement; and perhaps no other
that is...so instructive.”

The book is a pin-up explanation of the Gospel of Jesus
Christ and the source of much foundational theology.

Throughout the centuries of Christendom, lives have been
dramatically impacted as a result of this powerful book.
One such life was that of the early church father Augustine. In the middle of living a rebellious life he was challenged to ‘take up the book and read’; after reading a selection of chapters from Romans, Augustine was dramatically impacted by Romans 13:13-14, and called on God
for salvation.
The reformer, Martin Luther, was also strongly influenced by
Romans. A series of study lectures that he taught on this
book were key in shaping his understanding of justification
by faith alone. Luther, in the introduction to his commentary on Romans, wrote,

“This letter is truly the most important piece in the New
Testament. It is purest Gospel. It is well worth the Christian’s while not only to memorize it word for word but also
to occupy himself with it daily, as though it were the daily
bread of the soul. It is impossible to read or to meditate
on this letter too much or too well.”

Another influential life dramatically impacted by Romans,
was that of John Wesley. Wesley worked hard trying to
serve and minister to the American Indians and settlers, but
he realized there was something missing in his Christian life.
After returning to England he attended a Moravian meeting at Aldersgate Street. During this meeting Wesley listened to a reading of the introduction to Martin Luther’s
Romans commentary. In his diary he wrote that he ‘felt his
heart strangely warmed’; and he attributed that experience as the start of a sincere, heart-felt faith towards God.

Although the importance and power of this book has been
attested throughout history, it is not to be read to the exclusion of all other books. As John Calvin wrote,
“...for if we understand this Epistle, we have a passage
opened to us to the understanding of the whole of Scripture...if we have gained a true understanding of this epistle, we have an opened door to all the most profound
treasures of Scripture.”

Romans is a deeply theological letter with a logic that often confuses; yet its depth and its particular explanation of
the Gospel make it well worth a long and hard study.

ROME
The City

The Empire

The Culture

For almost 700 years Rome existed as the most politically
important, richest, largest city of the Western World. In
New Testament times, the city held a population of some 1
million people, at least 30% of whom were slaves; Rome
was an extremely multicultural city with inhabitants from all
corners of the globe.
Legend surrounds the founding of this historically important
city. Whether its beginnings were with the fabled Romulus
and Remus or whether it had been an agricultural center
for thousands of years prior is unknown, but by the times of
the New Testament it had become the center of the
known world. Built on the banks of the Tiber river, the city
spread across seven
hills in the middle of
modern day Italy.
The city was ruled as
a kingdom until 510
B.C. when it became
a senate controlled
republic. After the
political power struggle during and following the life of Julius Caesar, the republic finally become an emperor ruled empire in 27 B.C.

At its peak in the 1st and
2nd centuries AD, the Roman Empire extended from
the mouth of the Rhine to
northern Africa and from
Portugal to the Persian
Gulf—a region that would
cover 53 modern-day countries. Their military organization and might played a
huge part in the expansion
of the empire; as did communication and travel that
resulted from the well-built
Roman roads. The riches gained through expansion and
plunder helped to finance and control the empire’s expansive lands. Ultimately, though, much of Rome’s success and prosperity
came from a series
of powerful emperors; men such as
Augustus, Tiberius,
Claudius, Vespasian, Trajan, Hadrian,
and Marcus Aurelius. By the end of
the 2nd Century the
empire began to
crumble; in the

words of Cassius Dio at the turn of
the third century [200 AD], ‘Rome
has transformed from a kingdom of
gold to one of iron and rust.’ Apart
from a few glimmers of hope, the
rule of Rome and her empire was
brought to a final end in 476 AD.

Life in Rome revolved around its
public spaces—spas, markets, and
the forum. There were vast distinctions between the many
classes of inhabitants—slaves, freed-men, nobles, even a
class for those that could trace their family lineage to
Rome’s patriarch families. Different styles and colours of
dress could determine age and especially social status;
men wore togas, women wore a stola [after 2nd century
BC, women that wore togas were associated with prostitution (Wikipedia: stola)]. The life of a slave may have been difficult but most were probably treated reasonably well;
slaves were even allowed to own property and buy their
own freedom if they managed to save sufficient funds.
Households and families
were an important part of
Roman culture. The Romans placed significant importance on family heritage and loyalty. A household consisted of a husband, wife, children and

any slaves that belonged to them. The father of each
household held ultimate authority, even over their adult
sons. It was he who determined marriage, divorce, property ownership, and even
whether to sell, punish or kill his
own family members. Groups
of households were known as
families—the households making up each family were often
linked by blood or adoption.
[Wikipedia: Ancient Rome-Family]

For most of its 1 million inhabitants, life in the city itself was
cramped, noisy, and dangerous. Hovels built on top of
each other, falling tiles, drunks, robbers, and crowded city
streets—life was not glamorous for all. Of course, the richer
folk that owned houses atop the seven hills lived in far
more pleasant conditions. Some of the stately villas even
had a form of central heating known as hypocaust.
Attendance at the baths was a daily ritual. After finishing
work in the afternoon most people would socialize, relax
and clean themselves in the public baths. There were separate
complexes for men and women,
often containing many rooms
and baths for different purposes;
there were dressing rooms, cold
baths, warm baths, hot baths,
steam rooms, and even gyms all

under the same roof. The Romans prided themselves on
their cleanliness and often thought themselves more sophisticated than the unclean inhabitants of other lands.
Roman culture was very religious. The people believed in
a range of gods—polytheism—and were very open to the
religious beliefs from other lands. Rome was dotted with
temples to a plethora of gods—Jupiter, Juno, Miverna, Saturn, the Castores, and Vesta; in addition most homes kept
personal idols and shirnes. To the Roman, salvation, or
’peace with the gods’ was a legal activity that depended
upon correct observation of the necessary rituals, including
prayer and sacrifice.
There was no separation of
church and state in Rome;
the senate was responsible
for allowing and promoting
the beliefs of their choosing.
Certain religious cults were
introduced or outlawed
based on their perceived effect on city life. Generally, the
ruling powers were sceptical of the disorder and strife that
religion fostered; only such beliefs that were thought to
benefit the city were officially welcomed.
The ‘...culture of Rome had a profound and lasting influence on the development of language, religion, architecture, philosophy, law, and forms of government in the territory it governed, particularly Europe, and by means of European expansionism throughout the modern
world.’ [Wikipedia: Roman Empire]

PAUL in ROME
At the time of writing his letter to the church in Rome, Paul
had not yet visited the city. Most of his ministry had been
throughout modern-day Turkey and Greece. By the time
Paul wrote to them, the Roman church was well established; its existence and extent was known throughout the
world [Rom 1:8; 15:24; 15:23]. The congregation consisted
of Jews [Rom 2:17cf; 4:1; 7:1cf] along with a heavy contingent of Gentiles [Rom 1:13; 11:13, 28-21; 15:15-16], and
seems to have met in a number of locations [16:1-16].
The Roman church may have begun with Jewish travellers
from Pentecost [Acts 2:10] returning to their home city with
news of Jesus. Alternatively, being the capital of the
known world, it is not hard to imagine Christians migrating
to Rome from churches that had already been
established under the ministry of Paul and others.
In his letter, Paul admits a longing to visit the
great city and the church that belonged there
[Rom 1:7-15; 15:23; see also Acts 19:21]. He also
hoped that he might be helped by the Roman Christians
to make in-roads to Spain for the sake of the Gospel [Rom
14:24]. Nevertheless, he felt obligated to complete one
more task in Jerusalem before his journey to the west [Rom
15:25-28]. His visit to Jerusalem did take him to Rome, but
not as he had expected [Acts 21:17-40, 23:12-25; 26:32—
28:31]. There he dwelt for some years meeting with Jews
and Christians in Rome and writing letters to churches and
individuals around the world [Rom 28:14-16, 30-31].

ROMANS
its purpose

its theme

Paul’s purpose is writing to the Romans may be filtered
through the light of three intentions. Those intentions being
practical, ministerial and theological.
His first intention, from a practical viewpoint, was simply to
write a letter introducing himself and telling of his plans to
visit and travel to Spain [Rom 1:1; 15:22-33]. This seems to
have been a wise decision as the Jews, and possibly also
the Christians, in Rome seem a little disconnected with the
events and debates in the rest of the world [Acts
28:17-23]. His letter appears to have accomplished this intended purpose for when he finally set foot in Rome the Christian community,
in particular, were extremely welcoming [Acts
28:14-15, 30-31].
Paul’s second intention for writing his letter to Rome was
ministerial. He had the passion of a pioneering missionary
mixed with the heart of a pastoral shepherd. This is evident
in his introductory words expressing his desire to bless the
Roman Christians and to help them grow [Rom 1:11,15] as
well as a desire to bear fruit in Rome just as he had been
doing in many other cities [Rom 1:13-15]. Readers also get
a glimpse of Paul’s ministerial intention throughout the final
chapters of the book. Chapters 9-11 reveal his burden for
evangelism [Rom 9:1-5; 10:1]; chapters 12-15 offer a myriad
of practical counsel to his Roman readers.

The intention that motivates the bulk of Paul’s epistle was a
theological one. It is unclear whether Paul saw this to be a
pressing motivation, or whether it simply arose as he began
to write [Rom 1:16]; nevertheless, the theological topics he
addresses seem relevant to the Roman Christians. They,
along with the rest of the Christian world, would have had
to deal with the implications of the Gospel; namely, how
was it effected in their lives, and what relationship did it
have to the Jewish traditions. Though it seems the Jewish
leaders in Rome were uninvolved with such debates [Acts
28:21-22] the church itself was made up of Jews and Gentiles. Many of whom may have located from other cities—
bringing their thoughts and opinions with them. The Roman church would not have been exempt from the debates and arguments raging throughout Christendom of
how the Gospel affected the laws and traditions of Judaism. Since this was Paul’s first opportunity to teach the Romans, he presented an in-depth, theological argument for
the Gospel.

A great way to understand the theme of
Romans is to read it as a transcript of a
court proceeding. As if one was stepping
into a holy courtroom. Such a theme is
fitting since it was written to the central
city of a culture who, for centuries, had a
massive impact on legal systems around the world. Here, in
Romans, perhaps more so than in any other book, stands a
detailed argument for the legal workings of the Gospel.

Having introduced himself and his intention to visit [which
isn’t readdressed until 15:22], and having stated that the
key to his ministry is the Gospel of Jesus, Paul then proceeds to explain the justice of God. He summons both
Jews and Gentiles to the stand and pronounces them as
guilty and then continues to argue the legality of salvation
by faith. After building a theology of the Gospel and its implications Paul reflects on the relationship between Jews
and Gentiles—a topic that he gave rise to in the first three
chapters and then continues to resolve in chapters 9-11.
Finally, apart from his farewell, Paul finishes the letter with a
series of practical lessons. This he does when he writes to
most churches; he begins with the theology and then shifts
onto the practical implications.

From Paul’s pen being put to paper at Corinth in 56 A.D.,
to a parchment carried by Phoebe, and into the hands
and hearts of Christians throughout the centuries—this is
the Book of Romans.

ROMANS
an outline
Warren Wiersbe presents a wonderful outline for the book
of Romans. His outline is divided by the broad themes of
Paul’s letter.
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