
Focus Idea: Sin, brokenness, and ruin are catastrophic. They reside in people everywhere. Rules and regulations 
aimed at curbing the power of sin, while they help us identify and understand these grave concerns, 
cannot rescue us from the depths of our disaster. 

The Context: The book of Romans, listed first among the first of the great epistles of the New Testament, is one of 
the foundational documents of Christian theology. It was written by the Apostle Paul, the foremost 
missionary in the New Testament era, as a means of introducing himself the congregation meeting in 
the capital city. Romans explores some of the most fundamental questions of human existence: Why 
are we here? Why is the world such a painful place? And most centrally, How can the human race be 
made right? 

The Characters: The author of Romans, a man named Paul, ranks second only to Jesus in importance in the New 
Testament story. Paul (his original name was Saul) rose to prominence as a member of a Jewish 
religious group called the Pharisees. These leaders believed that being right with God came through 
the meticulous observation of Old Testament laws. 

Even among this sect of brilliant Jewish theologians, Saul’s zeal for the law stood out. His passion for 
rule-keeping eventually compelled him to lash out at the followers of Jesus, and Saul oversaw the 
deaths and imprisonment of many of the first Christians. But at the height of his power, Saul had an 
encounter with the risen Christ (Acts 9) and Saul reoriented his mind and his efforts toward the spread 
of the gospel. Taking the name Paul, he traveled throughout the Mediterranean world, planting 
churches and corresponding with believers. His writings have become the basis for much of Christian 
belief and practice. 

The Core: One of the Apostle Paul’s most important contributions to the biblical story was his ability to help 
early followers of Jesus navigate the social boundary between Jews and Gentiles (non-Jewish persons). 
As an earnest Jew, Paul had been raised to see those outside of the “Family of Israel” as unclean. But 
at some point after his conversion, Paul came to understand that non-Jews also belonged in the 
Jesus-movement.

This text addresses Roman believers who seem to believe that they were more righteous because they 
were raised as Jews. Paul pushes back hard on this notion, arguing that Jews and Gentiles alike are 
under the power of sin (vs. 9, vs. 23), and offering a greatest-hits list of Old Testament passages that 
illustrates his point (vs. 10-18). In their actions, speech, and direction, all people everywhere are 
moving away from God. 

As a well-read student of Jewish law, Paul knew that the Old Testament codes could neither make
people holy nor keep them that way. Their function was not to save people from their sin as much as 
they were to help people identify and step clear of the problems sin creates. 

What hope is left, then? Paul says that salvation (he here uses the words “redemption” and 
“justification”) comes through God’s gracious gift of Jesus Christ. Through faith (vs. 22), all those who 
have fallen short can be rescued and forgiven in him. God can be trusted for this, because God is 
both righteous (vs. 21) and just (vs. 26) himself.


