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The Book of Romans
Part 1 of 3

Introduction

The book of Romans is one of the longest and most significant things written by the Apostle Paul, formerly known as Saul of Tarsus. Paul was a Jewish rabbi belonging to a group called the Pharisees, and he passionately devoted his life to observing the Torah of Moses and the traditions of Israel. He viewed Jesus and his followers as a threat to these traditions, so he persecuted them. His life was changed, however, when he had a radical encounter with the risen Jesus himself. Paul was commissioned to become an apostle for Jesus, an official representative to the world of non-Jewish people (or Gentiles).
As part of this new vocation, he started going by his Roman name, Paul, and he traveled about the ancient Roman empire telling people about the risen King Jesus. These new converts would form communities called churches, and Paul would occasionally write letters to these churches to foster their faith, address specific problems, or answer questions. The book of Romans is one of these letters written later in his career.
In this series guide, we want to help you grow in your confidence as a student of the Bible. We have a couple of ways we aim to meet this goal. One way is by providing guiding questions that help as you read the letter of Romans. Each week will be structured similarly. There will be five sessions for each week:








· Discovery: Day 1 will feature questions that prompt you to read the focus passage/chapter and carefully observe what the passage is saying.

· Deeper Look: On days 2-4, the questions and activities will invite you to re-read the passage, taking a deeper look at the 
cultural connections and theological topics of the verses and interpreting the applicable meanings of the passage.
· Do It: The questions on Day 5 will focus on reflection and challenge us to discern how the Lord wants us to apply the teaching of the passage to our lives. 


Our prayer is that this study guide would provide on-ramps for you to enter into reading Romans, tools to help you understand the book, and encouragement to apply what you understand by living it out in your life!

References
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3 Luther, M. (1976). Commentary on Romans. P. xiii. Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications. (As cited in “Romans Introduction Lesson”).
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Week 1: The Gospel (Romans 1:1-17)

Key verses: Romans 1:16-17

For I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes: first to the Jew, then to the Gentile. 17 For in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The righteous will live by faith.”


















Day 1: Discover

Read Romans 1:1-7. Before you read, pray for eyes to see and ears to hear the spiritual truths the Lord has for you today!

Read the passage observing what the passage says. For each verse, use the space below to record your observations:

	Verses
	My observations

	1:1-7
	



	1:8-15
	




	1:16-17
	






These verses are the greeting to the Romans from Paul. 
(Remember, as you answer the following questions, refer to what you observed and do not yet interpret the meaning. Just summarize what you observed the passages said about the topics below).

· What do we learn about Paul from these verses?


· What do we learn about the Romans?


· What do we learn about God:  Father, Son, and Spirit?


· What do we learn about the Gospel?



Day 2: Deeper Look (Romans 1:1-7)

When we read scripture, we need to interpret the meaning OUT OF the passage, not INTO it. Although we want to apply the Bible to our lives in personal ways, we don’t want to impose our own subjective meaning to make it say whatever we want it to mean.

A significant help for correctly interpreting a Bible passage’s original, intended meaning is to identify who the author was, who the original 
readers were, and the history and cultural environment when the book was written.

Paul was a different apostle than the those who were with Jesus during his years of public ministry and witnessed His crucifixion, resurrection, ascension. Paul was actually a persecutor of the early Christians and opposed the Gospel. He came to believe Jesus was the Messiah and Savior after a very dramatic conversion. See Acts 9 for the story of how Paul came to faith.

Yet, Paul was uniquely prepared to take the Good News to Gentiles. He grew up in Tarsus, an international city located on the Silk Road. A city founded by the Greeks and serving as a Roman provincial capital at the time of Paul’s life. A city with a university and a multicultural population. Though Jewish, his family held Roman citizenship, a highly desirable position of status at the time of the Roman Empire. And, his family was wealthy; they manufactured and sold highly desirable tents made from the hide of a goat that only lived in the mountains of Cilicia, near Tarsus. As a Jew, Paul also had experienced many opportunities. He was the son of a Pharisee and then trained in Jerusalem to be a Pharisee under the leadership of Gamaliel, a renown rabbi of the time of the early church. 

Because of the context of his life, we can make a few assumptions about Paul: 
· He was comfortable around non-Jews because he lived among many different people groups.
· He had the privilege of Roman citizenship and wealth.
· He was mentored by a strong Bible teacher who held great respect for the Scripture and the Messianic prophecies. 



In light of these cultural connections regarding Paul, re-read the greeting of Romans, verses 1-7.

· What stands out to you about Paul’s description of himself to the Romans?




· How does Paul’s knowledge of Scripture help Him convey the Gospel?





· What do you learn about Paul from these versus?























Day 3: Deeper Look (Romans 1:8-15)

Read Romans 1:8-15

· Who does Paul thank and why is he grateful?





· Describe Paul’s commitment to prayer. What is he longing for? Why is he desiring this so much?






· How would you describe the relationship between serving God and prayer?






· How have you been “mutually encouraged” by other believers?





· Why would Rome be such an important location to share the gospel?






Day 4: Deeper Look (Romans 1:16-17)

The honor-shame culture of Rome which privileged power and position over service and self-sacrifice would view the principles of the Kingdom, the teaching of Christ, and Christ himself as foolishness. 

· What reasons does Paul give for not being ashamed of the gospel?




· How have you experienced shame over the gospel? Do any of Paul’s reasons give you courage to deal with these feelings of shame?



· What is your personal definition of righteousness?



· Paul hints at some very different elements of the righteousness of Christ that will be further explained in later parts of the letter. What differs about the righteousness Paul is describing in verse 17?



· In what ways does our American culture view Christ, the principles of the Kingdom and The Gospel as foolish?









Day 5: Do it!

Re-read Romans 1:1-17 one more time! This time, we are going to move from interpretation to application…making the Bible truth part or our lives.

· What have you learned from this passage about…

· The Gospel



· Christ



· Righteousness



· How do these insights propel you to live differently?



· What will you do this week to live out the Gospel in light of what you have learned?



· How we understand the gospel affects how we share the gospel.


· According to verse 16, 
· The Gospel is power of God for:


· the Gospel of for:




· According to verse 17,
· The Gospel reveals God’s:


· The Gospel is a gift to us from:


· We receive this gift by:



· How can your life group or others pray for you to support you in this application of the truths of this passage?
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Week 2: The Depravity of Man (Romans 1:18-32)

Key verses: Romans 1:20 and 1:32
Romans 1:20 - For 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 people are without excuse.
Romans 1:32 - Although they know God’s righteous decree that those who do such things deserve death, they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those who practice them.






Day 1: Discover

Read Romans 1:18-32. Before you read, pray for eyes to see and ears to hear the spiritual truths the Lord has for you today! 

In the table below, list the observations you make about what the text says. Remember, resist the urge to interpret the passage.  
	Verses
	My observations

	1:18-20
	





	1:21-23
	





	1:24-25
	





	1:26-27
	





	1:28-32
	






These verses get right at the heart of man’s problem: rebellion against God. Paul details God’s gracious revelation of himself to all people and man’s fallen nature. As you answer the questions below, please remember to refer to what you observed and to not yet interpret the meaning. Just summarize what you observed the passages said about the topics below:

· What do we learn about the wrath of God from these verses?



· What do we learn about God’s divine nature?




· What do we learn about God’s respect for man’s choices?



· What do we learn about the capacity of people to do evil?

An important principle to keep in mind when completing this observational step of biblical study, is to remember that an all-knowing, all-powerful God is totally capable of revealing himself in communication that mere mortals can all reasonably understand. Everything in scripture isn’t equally clear, but the main message is sufficiently clear to understand our salvation, purpose, and relationship with God. Interpret the unclear in light of the clear. (John 20:31, 2 Timothy 3:14-17, 1 John 5:13). 
As we move into the next days, interpretation of Scripture is founded upon the work of knowing what the passage is actually saying before we apply principles of interpretations. 











Day 2: Deeper Look (Romans 1:18-23)
Read Romans 1:18-23
· What is the wrath of God?


· How do the verses explain why and how God is revealing his wrath?


· In what ways does the natural world reveal God’s nature and power?


· How can wickedness suppress God’s truth?



· In verses 21-23, how does Paul describe how humanity has rejected what God has revealed about Himself?



· What is the implication of having thinking that becomes futile and a darkened heart?


Day 3: Deeper Look (Romans 1:24-27)
Read Romans 1:24-27

· What does it mean for God to “give them over” to their sin?


· What are the common lies man exchanges God’s truth to follow?



· God’s wrath occurs when he “gives over” those called to follow him to the natural consequences of sin. 
· Are there times when you realize God gave you over to the choices you made and you experienced the natural consequences of your sin? 


· What did you learn from this situation?


· Are there any areas in your life right now that you want to turn away from, trusting in God’s mercy and grace to cleanse you of all unrighteousness?


Day 4: Deeper Look (Romans 1:28-32)

· How many times is the phrase “God gave them over” used in Romans 1:18-32?



· Why do you think Paul repeated this phrase?



· Describe how the mind and thought-life are referenced in verses 28-32. What stands out to you in this description?



· How would you summarize what characterizes the person who has a depraved mind?







Day 5: Do It!
The verses we focused on this week serve as a stark contrast to the righteousness of God Paul discussed in verses 1:17-18. People have no excuse to not seek God because He reveals Himself to us. But, when folks choose to reject God, rebellion and sin lead people far from God and cause their minds to become changed, filled more and more with evil. 
As believers, people who have put our trust in Christ and received His righteousness in return for our rebellion, our minds are being renewed. But this is a process and involves our submission to the Holy Spirit. 
Re-read Romans 1:18-32 one more time! This time, we are going to move from interpretation to application…making the Bible truth part or our lives.
What have you learned from this passage about…
· The wrath of God

· God’s revelation of Himself to humanity

· Idolatry

· A depraved mind


As you wrestle with the ideas from this week, what is one way your life group or other members of our church family may pray for you?






Week 3: The Guilty Verdict (Romans 2)

Key verses: Romans 2:1 and 2:14-15
Romans 2:1 - You, therefore, have no excuse, you who pass judgment on someone else, for at whatever point you judge another, you are condemning yourself, because you who pass judgment do the same things.
Romans 2:14-15 - Indeed, when Gentiles, who do not have the Law, do by nature things required by the Law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the Law. 15 They show that the requirements of the Law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts sometimes accusing them and at other times even defending them.








Day 1: Discover
Ask mature, experienced Christians about Romans, and most will probably say they agree with Martin Luther that it's one of the most profound, life-changing books of the Bible. But they'll also probably admit that it was one of the most confusing and difficult biblical books to wrap their head around to fully understand it. 
In Romans 1, Paul was revving his engines to build his argument across the next several chapters, moving deeper regarding our failures to have the capacity to do the right thing and our dire need for a Savior.
Read Romans 2 and as you read, look for key words and phrases to help you identify different themes within the sections of the chapter, as divided in the table below. And don't yet worry about fully figuring out what Paul means; but given the complexity of this passage, you'll inevitably start interpreting the meaning as you try to map out the structure of the chapter.
Note that breaking up a chapter and identifying themes isn’t an exact science with right or wrong answers. Another person (including a future version of ourselves!) might discover and organize things differently, and that’s totally fine! This is about your personal engagement with God to focus to try to hear what He wants to communicate to you.
And don't forget, before you read, to pray for eyes to see and ears to hear the spiritual truths the Lord has for you! 
	Verses
	My observations

	2: 1-8
	





	2: 9-16
	



	2: 17-29
	






Use your notes about key words and recurring themes to answer these questions about the verses:
· Romans 2: 1-8 - What is the group of people being described in these verses? What is their moral standard?



· Romans 2: 9-16 - What two groups of people are being described in these verses?


· Romans 2: 17-27 - What is the group of people being described in these verses? What is their moral standard?




Day 2: Deeper Look (Romans 2:1-8)
One encouraging thing about reading the Bible is that the more we read it, the more we get in tune with hearing the way God speaks and the easier it gets to understand. 

When wrestling with a difficult passage, consider that any truly important concepts and spiritual truths will be repeated and explored in multiple places in the Bible. As you later encounter additional passages elsewhere in the Bible, your understanding will build on itself.

When trying to interpret a passage, first look at its immediate context of surrounding verses. The Bible wasn’t originally written in chapter/verse divisions, so sometimes the scope of our interpretation leaks into the chapters before/after the one we’re focusing on. 


· Review Romans chapter 1 again and the observational notes and interpretational conclusions you made last week. 

· What connections can you find between Paul's statements in Romans 1:18-21 and the ideas in Romans 2:1-8?


· In what ways does the beginning of the second chapter (Romans 2:1-8) continue the train of thought presented at the end of the first chapter (Romans 1:24-32)?



Day 3: Deeper Look (Romans 2:17-29)
We'll come back to verses 9-16 on Day 4, but getting a solid grip on the end of the chapter first can help us sync ourselves up with the middle verses later.

If you’ve been feeling tangled up in verses 17-29, there’s a lot to unravel here. Some historical context about circumcision can help. 
Something else that’s helpful is to consider these verses under the principle that we should with a sense of how God revealed truth gradually over time, often referred to as "progressive revelation." God first communicated through prophets, then through Christ, and then through Christ’s apostles.
[bookmark: _Hlk94548588]After the Old Testament was fulfilled through Christ in the Gospels, ancient ambiguous prophecies became clear (Luke 18:34; 1 Corinthians 2:7-8). And rituals designed to point to the Messiah had exhausted their original purpose (Colossians 16:17). The book of Acts and the letters of the apostles were written with spiritual understanding that Jews wouldn’t have had before or even during Christ’s life on earth. Until Christ’s resurrection, the idea of God’s grace didn’t fully make sense. Instead, the Jews were merely operating under the system of the Law of Moses.
Since the time of Abraham, Jews have ritually practiced circumcision on their newborn sons. Circumcision was performed also at different times by ancient Egyptians and Sumerians and other cultures, and Jewish culture was more about covering up nakedness than exposing it, so it was more of a private act of identification than a public one. However, it served as a ritual of ethnic and religious identity and significance to the Jews, and the words “circumcision” and “uncircumcision” took on deeper meanings in Jewish spiritual conversation.



[bookmark: _Hlk94484274][bookmark: _Hlk94099143]Commandments are about improving ourselves, raising ourselves from mere biological objects to moral beings, about moving from facts to values, and about constantly striving for spiritual perfection.

As you continue to read through Romans, you’ll see that Paul has a very different take on the role of the Law for us, and he would strongly disagree with that statement.  

· Paul has already begun to systematically dismantle this argument about how we are “improved” and “raised." What conclusions can you make so far about humanity’s capacity to “improve ourselves” based on the Total Depravity teachings in Chapter 1 and the ways we judge and condemn ourselves in Chapter 2?



· Are there sins you excuse because they “are not that bad”? How might these verses address that attitude of the heart?









Day 4: Deeper Look (Romans 2:9-29)

“Literal truth” can be communicated in non-literal parables, symbols, and other figurative speech.

A big part of what can make verses 25-29 so potentially difficult to follow is that Paul uses the same words of “circumcision” and “uncircumcision” to express different things in different sentences to make his points. We need to look at how Paul used the words in the context of how he builds his argument.

Re-read verses 25-29 and describe how the following uses of the word, circumcision, unfold in the verses:

· Verse 25: Read Leviticus 12:3. How circumcision is used in this verse?


· Verse 27: How circumcision is used in this verse?


· Verse 29: “Circumcision of the heart” is a figurative expression (and not a literal coronary surgical procedure!) What could this mean?




Day 5: Do It!

Remember: when wrestling with a difficult passage, consider that any truly important concepts and spiritual truths will be repeated and explored in multiple places in the Bible. 
Using the principles of observation and interpretation that we have used so far, explore several related passages about this circumcision issue that Paul raises in Romans 2.
This circumcision business is a BIG deal to Paul. For Paul, circumcision took on a fourth meaning to add to the list above, as a symbol of embracing the entire Mosaic Law and a legalistic mindset focused on "improving ourselves... constantly striving for spiritual perfection," as described in the Times of Israel article linked above.

How big of a deal was this for Paul? Read the following verses in Galatians about a situation where Paul had to confront Cephas (Peter) for getting out of line and being a hypocrite:
· Galatians 2:11-16

· Galatians 5:1-12

· Galatians 6:12-16

Did you see Paul's harsh, shockingly vulgar reaction in Galatians 5:12? (“As for those agitators, I wish they would go the whole way and emasculate themselves!” (NIV)) His extreme anger and frustration tells us he felt this was a pretty big deal!



Read the following verses and identify how the word “circumcision” is used in context. How do the themes in these verses relate to the themes in Romans 2 and Galatians?

· 1 Corinthians 7:19

· Ephesians 2:11-13

· Philippians 3:2-3

· Titus 11:10-11

Ultimately, Paul’s exploration of the meaning of circumcision leads to confronting self-righteousness found by religious people.

· What are ways you some religious practices (such as attending church, praying before meals, not swearing, etc.) that you take pride in?

· How may this pride be a form of self-righteousness?

· What may these practices be revealing about your heart attitude toward God?

· According to the end of chapter 2, what is a "true Jew" and how does this truth apply to you?





Week 4: Righteousness Revealed! (Romans 3 and 4)

Key verses: Romans 3:20, 3:22-24, and 4:2-3
Romans 3:20 - Therefore no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by the works of the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of our sin.
Romans 3:22-24 - This righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference between Jew and Gentile, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and all are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus.
Romans 4:2-3 - If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God. What does Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.”




Day 1: Discover (Romans 3)
Pray for eyes to see and ears to hear the spiritual truths the Lord has for you as you read the third chapter of Romans. 
In the table below, list the observations you make about what the text says. 


	Verses
	My observations

	3:1-4
	





	3:5-8
	





	3:9-18
	





	3:19-26
	





	3:27-31
	






· What terms, topics, and ideas in Romans 3:1-8 are related to those found in the two previous chapters?




· In verses 9-12, count how many times Paul refers to "all" or "none." What's the point that he is trying to pound in like a jackhammer?



· What terms, topics, and ideas in Romans 3:9-20 are related to those found in the two previous chapters?



· Look at the scenarios that Paul describes in these verses listed below, and paraphrase in your own words some of the weird ways that people might try to blame God for humanity's shortfalls?


· Romans 3:3-4



· Romans 3:5-6




· Romans 3:7-8












Day 2: Deeper Look (Romans 3:20-24)
 
The case that Paul has been making so far in Romans is that, regardless of whether we had knowledge of the Old Testament Law as a benchmark to convict us, we're all guilty and deserve justice to be served against us. 

· In the earlier chapters, Paul explained the role of the Law to diagnose our sin sickness and convict us of our unrighteousness. Based on what Paul says in verse 20, is another role of the Law to help make us righteous before God? Why/why not? What phrases in this verse define what the Law can/can't do for us?

· How does verse 20 speak to the assertion from the Times of Israel article that "Commandments are about improving ourselves…and about constantly striving for spiritual perfection?"


· In verses 21, Paul mentions a righteousness "apart from the Law" and in verse 22, he defines it. What is he referring to, and can it help make us righteous before God? If so, how?

· Remember that barrage of all/none words in verses 9-12, whose sentiments are restated yet again in verse 23? Contrast those "all have sinned" verses with the "all" references in verses 22 and 24. What are the new ramifications of these other "all" mentions in 22 and 24?


Day 3: Discover (Romans 4)

Prayerfully read Romans 4 and list the observations you make about what the text says in the table below. 


	Verses
	My observations

	4:1-4
	





	4:5-8
	





	4:9-12
	





	4:13-15
	





	4:16-25
	






Verses 21-22 in Romans 3 describe "apart from the Law" a righteousness "given through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe." 
But what about all those Jews in the Old Testament who lived before Christ, who lived in a culture defined by the Law and would have no understanding of Christ's mission described "as a sacrifice of atonement, through the shedding of his blood" in Romans 3:25? (Remember Luke 18:34 and 1 Corinthians 2:7-8 from last week?) 
Based on James 2:10 and all those all/none verses in Romans 3, prospects for eternal salvation at first glance sure don't look good for anyone born before Christ's resurrection! 
How can anyone who lived before Jesus be "justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus" as explained in Romans 3:24? It's the same answer as for those of us alive after Christ's resurrection! For the one-word answer, re-read the following verses and notice the one key word that keeps popping up over and over again:



· Romans 3:22
· Romans 3:25
· Romans 3:26
· Romans 3:27
· Romans 3:28
· Romans 3:30
· Romans 4:5
· Romans 4:9
· Romans 4:12
· Romans 4:13
· Romans 4:14
· Romans 4:16
· Romans 4:19

After rereading these verses and thinking back in hindsight, if you made any new observations about those verses since you first made your notes about them, add your new discoveries to your "observation tables" above.

Tomorrow we'll look more in depth at Abraham and David, the two Old Testament champions of faith that Paul mentions in Romans 4:1-9. 



[bookmark: _Hlk94562824]Day 4: Deeper Look (Romans 4:1-9, Genesis 15:1-6, and Psalm 32:1-5)
"Faith" is one of those words and spiritual concepts that many have difficulty trying to define or understand. Particularly for the purposes of our study of Romans, consider Romans 4:24 as one good, biblical working definition of faith: "being fully persuaded that God has power to do what he had promised."

In Romans 4:3, Paul quotes a passage from Genesis chapter 15. 
· Read Genesis 15:1-6 to see this original verse in context. 

· Read Genesis 21:1-7 to see how God fulfilled this promise from Genesis 15 to provide context for Romans 4:18-22.

If you read through Genesis chapters 15-23, those passages paint a complex biography of Abraham's life, containing some of history's most impressive and noble demonstrations of faith, alongside Abraham's disillusionment with God's timing and some pretty weird deception and horrible treatment of his wife. 
· Re-read Romans 4:23-24. 
· Abraham wasn't considered righteous because his obedience and actions outweighed his faithlessness and sinfulness. Prayerfully meditate on Romans 4:23-24 and consider how and why Abraham was seen as righteous in God's eyes through faith despite his bouts with doubt and faithlessness. 


In Romans 4:7-8, Paul quotes sections from Psalm 32, written by David, one of the most celebrated kings of Israel.

· Read Psalm 32:1-5. 

This Psalm was written after the events recorded in 2 Samuel 11:1-27. In summary, David lusted after another man's wife and used his power as king to have her abducted and brought to him so he could rape her. After he discovered that he got her pregnant from that incident, David ordered to have her husband killed.

· With that history in mind, read 1 Kings 3:6 and Acts 13:22, two verses that were written about David after the incidents in 2 Samuel 11.

How do those two verses describing David make you feel when put in that historical context?
· Have you ever felt like your sin was too great for God to forgive? How does David's status as one of the Bible's great heroes despite being a rapist and a murderer put that mindset in a different perspective?


· How would you explain David's status as one of the Bible's great heroes despite being a rapist and a murderer to someone who says the God of the Old Testament is inconsistent and unfair in how he delivers wrathful judgment? Many who were guilty of far less serious sins suffered far more serious punishment!

· What comfort does God provide to us in this promise of righteousness given to us through Christ despite ourselves and in these examples of Abraham and David?

Day 5: Do It!
Read Luke 15:11-32

This parable is famously known as "The Prodigal Son." However, Christ's opening sentence establishes this is actually a story about TWO sons. And the closing "moral of the story" punchline ending isn't about the wayward brother who returned home after his moral failure and was forgiven, but the improper attitudes of entitlement from the self-righteous brother who stayed home. "The Prodigal Son's Brother" might be a better title for this parable!
Compare and consider the two brothers: the more David-like brother who sinfully wandered and shamefully squandered his father's wealth; and the obedient but smug, self-righteous brother who resented the grace extended to his sinful brother.
· How does the story of these two brothers relate to what we've studied so far in Romans concerning grace and our standing before God relative to our obedience to His commandments?

· Pray to God and meditate on times in your life in which you related to God like one brother or the other. Consider God's loving grace toward you in either failing.

· Which of the two sons do you personally most identify with currently? Ask God to continue to help you grow and mature in that area.


Romans 3:28 is a really short and easy memory verse for one of the most important concepts for our salvation in the Bible. Go ahead and go for it and commit to memorizing it!
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