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For more than sixty years I have loved the Bible. It was that love for the 
Scriptures, mixed with a clear call into the gospel ministry during my 
tour of duty in the Marine Corps, that resulted in my going to Dallas Theo-

logical Seminary to prepare for a lifetime of ministry. During those four great 
years I had the privilege of studying under outstanding men of God, who also 
loved God’s Word. They not only held the inerrant Word of God in high esteem, 
they taught it carefully, preached it passionately, and modeled it consistently. 
A week never passes without my giving thanks to God for the grand heritage 
that has been mine to claim! I am forever indebted to those fine theologians 
and mentors, who cultivated in me a strong commitment to the understanding, 
exposition, and application of God’s truth.

For more than fifty years I have been engaged in doing just that—and how I 
love it! I confess without hesitation that I am addicted to the examination and 
the proclamation of the Scriptures. Because of this, books have played a major 
role in my life for as long as I have been in ministry—especially those volumes 
that explain the truths and enhance my understanding of what God has writ-
ten. Through these many years I have collected a large personal library, which 
has proven invaluable as I have sought to remain a faithful student of the Bible. 
To the end of my days, my major goal in life is to communicate the Word with 
accuracy, insight, clarity, and practicality. Without informative and reliable 
books to turn to, I would have “run dry” decades ago.

Among my favorite and most well-worn volumes are those that have enabled 
me to get a better grasp of the biblical text. Like most expositors, I am forever 
searching for literary tools that I can use to hone my gifts and sharpen my 
skills. For me, that means finding resources that make the complicated simple 
and easy to understand, that offer insightful comments and word pictures 
that enable me to see the relevance of sacred truth in light of my twenty-first-​
century world, and that drive those truths home to my heart in ways I do not 
easily forget. When I come across such books, they wind up in my hands as I 
devour them and then place them in my library for further reference . . . and, 
believe me, I often return to them. What a relief it is to have these resources to 
turn to when I lack fresh insight, or when I need just the right story or illustra-
tion, or when I get stuck in the tangled text and cannot find my way out. For the 
serious expositor, a library is essential. As a mentor of mine once said, “Where 
else can you have ten thousand professors at your fingertips?”

In recent years I have discovered there are not nearly enough resources like 
those I just described. It was such a discovery that prompted me to consider 
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becoming a part of the answer instead of lamenting the problem. But the solu-
tion would result in a huge undertaking. A writing project that covers all of the 
books and letters of the New Testament seemed overwhelming and intimidat-
ing. A rush of relief came when I realized that during the past fifty-plus years 
I’ve taught and preached through most of the New Testament. In my files were 
folders filled with notes from those messages that were just lying there, waiting 
to be brought out of hiding, given a fresh and relevant touch in light of today’s 
needs, and applied to fit into the lives of men and women who long for a fresh 
word from the Lord. That did it! I began to work on plans to turn all of those 
notes into this commentary on the New Testament.

I must express my gratitude to both Mark Gaither and Mike Svigel for their 
tireless and devoted efforts, serving as my hands-on, day-to-day editors. They 
have done superb work as we have walked our way through the verses and 
chapters of all twenty-seven New Testament books. It has been a pleasure to see 
how they have taken my original material and helped me shape it into a style 
that remains true to the text of the Scriptures, at the same time interestingly 
and creatively developed, and all the while allowing my voice to come through 
in a natural and easy-to-read manner.

I need to add sincere words of appreciation to the congregations I have 
served in various parts of these United States for more than five decades. It 
has been my good fortune to be the recipient of their love, support, encour-
agement, patience, and frequent words of affirmation as I have fulfilled my 
calling to stand and deliver God’s message year after year. The sheep from all 
those flocks have endeared themselves to this shepherd in more ways than I 
can put into words . . . and none more than those I currently serve with delight 
at Stonebriar Community Church in Frisco, Texas.

Finally, I must thank my wife, Cynthia, for her understanding of my addic-
tion to studying, to preaching, and to writing. Never has she discouraged me 
from staying at it. Never has she failed to urge me in the pursuit of doing my 
very best. On the contrary, her affectionate support personally, and her own 
commitment to excellence in leading Insight for Living for more than three and 
a half decades, have combined to keep me faithful to my calling “in season and 
out of season.” Without her devotion to me and apart from our mutual partner-
ship throughout our lifetime of ministry together, Swindoll’s Living Insights 
would never have been undertaken.

I am grateful that it has now found its way into your hands and, ultimately, 
onto the shelves of your library. My continued hope and prayer is that you will 
find these volumes helpful in your own study and personal application of the 
Bible. May they help you come to realize, as I have over these many years, that 
God’s Word is as timeless as it is true.

The grass withers, the flower fades,
But the word of our God stands forever. (Isa. 40:8)

Chuck Swindoll
Frisco, Texas
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Swindoll’s Living Insights New Testament Commentary uses the Strong’s word-
study numbering system to give both newer and more advanced Bible students 
alike quicker, more convenient access to helpful original-language tools (e.g., 
concordances, lexicons, and theological dictionaries). The Strong’s numbering 
system, made popular by the Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance to the Bible, is 
used with the majority of biblical Greek and Hebrew reference works. Those 
who are unfamiliar with the ancient Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek alphabets can 
quickly find information on a given word by looking up the appropriate index 
number. Advanced students will find the system helpful because it allows them 
to quickly find the lexical form of obscure conjugations and inflections.

When a Greek word is mentioned in the text, the Strong’s number is included 
in square brackets after the Greek word. So in the example of the Greek word 
agapē [26], “love,” the number is used with Greek tools keyed to the Strong’s 
system.

On occasion, a Hebrew word is mentioned in the text. The Strong’s Hebrew 
numbers are completely separate from the Greek numbers, so Hebrew num-
bers are prefixed with a letter “H.” So, for example, the Hebrew word kapporet 
[H3727], “mercy seat,” comes from kopher [H3722], “to ransom,” “to secure 
favor through a gift.”

THE STRONG’S 
NUMBERING SYSTEM

 vii





INSIGHTS ON ROMANS

God’s grand plan—​of which all are invited 

to become a part—​is nothing less than the 

Creator’s intention to bring His creation back 

under divine dominion, to cleanse it of evil, to 

redeem, reclaim, and renovate the universe 

so that it, again, reflects His glory. The plan 

of salvation is good news to each individual, 

but the greater news is the return of God’s 

righteousness to its rightful place in the world.
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Eastern Roman Empire. After returning to Israel from his third missionary journey, 
Paul visited the church leaders in Jerusalem to share the results of his ministry. He 
planned to sail for Rome, where he would launch his mission to the western frontier 
of Spain. But, as had been foretold, Paul was arrested (Acts 20:22‑23). He would 
eventually journey to Rome . . . in chains.
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Domitian  AD 81–96 Trajan  AD 98–117Vespasian  AD 69–79 Titus Nerva

Roman Legate Rule

Marcus Antonius 
Julianus  AD 66–70

John on Patmos

Domitian persecutes Christians
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Jewish revolt in Jerusalem

ROMANS
I N T R O D U C T I O N

Travel back in time with me. Let’s go back to the winter of ad 57. 
We’re at a narrow land bridge between mainland Greece and the 
Peloponnese, where a Roman city rakes in fortunes from heavy-​

laden ships and cash-​heavy tourists. Outside the city, in the home of 
a wealthy and hospitable Christian named Gaius, two men discuss a 
scroll. One paces the room, pouring out his thoughts to the other, who 
sits at a large table taking copious notes.

The speaker walks with a deliberate strength, although his shoul-
ders are rounded and a noticeable hitch interrupts his gait. His arms 
and face bear the marks of wind, sun, age, and mistreatment. His fin-
gers are knotted and curled and fused at an unnatural angle, a telltale 
sign of stoning. You would expect that a body such as this would con-
tain a broken, demoralized spirit, but the eyes reveal something differ-
ent. They flash with energy and sparkle with the optimism of a teenager 
about to get his driver’s license.

The city is Corinth. The one pacing the floor is Paul; his amanuensis 
at the table, Tertius. The document they are preparing will eventually 
become the apostle’s letter to the church in Rome, the most significant 
piece of literature the Lord would ever commission His most prolific 
evangelist to write. Little does Paul or anyone else realize the impact 
it will have throughout the centuries to come. From Origen of Alexan-
dria in the third century to Barnhouse of Philadelphia in the twentieth, 
countless theologians will pen innumerable pages of exposition and 
meditation on the apostle’s magnum opus. Augustine will find the seed 
plot of his faith in this letter. This document will spark a revolution in 
the heart of Martin Luther, who will reintroduce the truth of justification 
by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone—​a doctrine all but 
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obscured by the dogma of men who stood to profit from a false gospel 
of works. It will ignite the mind of Jonathan Edwards, strangely warm 
the heart of John Wesley, and fuel the revival fire of George Whitefield.

“CALLED AS AN APOSTLE, SET APART 
FOR THE GOSPEL OF GOD” (1:1)
Paul’s journey to this place and time had been anything but predict-
able. Though born in the cosmopolitan hubbub of Tarsus, Paul matured 
in the shadow of the great temple in Jerusalem. Within its enormous, 
gleaming white walls, he learned at the feet of the famous rabbi Gama-
liel (Acts 22:3). Though a Roman citizen (Acts 22:25‑28), Paul was first 
and foremost a son of the covenant. He heard of the great privileges 
and responsibilities God had given his kindred people. He studied the 
Law of Moses and devoted himself to fulfilling every tradition to the 
letter. And he immersed himself in the rituals of the Pharisees with 
a singular goal in mind. He wanted to become like the temple itself: 
sacred, strong, undefiled, a worthy vessel for the righteousness of God.

But, as often happens in the lives of great men, Paul’s zealous 
pursuit of righteousness took an unexpected turn. While Paul was 
on the road in order to silence and persecute Christians, Jesus Christ 
confronted him, rebuked him, changed him, and then set him on a 
whole new course (Acts 9:3‑22). The righteousness he coveted could 

In three missionary journeys, spanning no less than fifteen years, Paul labored to 
evangelize the empire east of Rome—​an incredibly dangerous and arduous ministry. 
Nevertheless, when most would retire, Paul set his sights on the untamed frontier 
west of Rome: northern Italy, southern France, Spain, and Portugal.

 6

THE BOOK OF ROMANS



not be found in the traditions of the Pharisees but in the faith of the 
very people he sought to kill. These people would show their former 
persecutor supernatural grace, first by embracing him—the man who 
had stood back and watched the stoning of their beloved Stephen (Acts 
7:58–8:1)—and then by showing him the source of their goodness (Acts 
9:13‑19). They were merely demonstrating the righteousness they had 
received by grace through faith in Jesus Christ.

Paul’s encounter with the risen Christ transformed him. His future 
lay not in Jerusalem and works of the Law, but out among the Gentiles, 
preaching grace and living by faith. Instead of stamping out Christianity, 
he would become a tireless apostle, traveling more than twenty thou-
sand miles over the course of his journeys and proclaiming the gospel 
wherever ears had never heard it. Then, near the end of his third mis-
sionary journey, after what many would consider a full life in ministry, 
the apostle looked westward to the frontier beyond Rome (Rom. 15:24).

“FULL OF GOODNESS, FILLED WITH 
ALL KNOWLEDGE AND ABLE ALSO 
TO ADMONISH” (15:14)
Paul had long admired the congregation in the capital city. Although he 
had neither founded the church nor even visited them, he shared close 
connections with several leading members (16:1‑15). Many had been his 
partners in ministry, some were his cell mates in the early days of evan-
gelism, and several were the fruit of his labors in other regions. Their 
obedience to the Word and faithfulness to one another had become 
legendary among the other churches (16:19). This could not have been 
easy, given their unique pressures in Rome.

During the reign of the Emperor Claudius (ad 41–54), the Roman 
government—​normally tolerant of other religions—​began to prohibit 
proselytizing. Claudius very likely expelled the Jews from Rome (Acts 
18:2) because Jewish Christians had been evangelizing their neighbors. 
But within a few years Claudius was poisoned, and his adopted heir, 
Nero, allowed Jews and Christians to return. After reestablishing their 
district, the Jewish community undoubtedly pressured Christians to 
keep a low profile to avoid more trouble. For the first three years of 
Nero’s reign, all was quiet. The teenaged emperor was too occupied 
with threats within the palace to notice much going on outside. It was 
during this time that Paul wrote to his brothers and sisters in the capital 
city. Within a few months, however, Nero would eliminate the source 
of internal danger by poisoning his mother. Then he would turn his 
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attention to winning the hearts of Roman citizens with grand festivals 
and massive gladiatorial spectacles.

At the time of Paul’s writing, the population of Rome exceeded one 
million inhabitants, about forty percent of whom may have been slaves 
or former slaves.1 And, like modern metropolitan centers, Rome was a 
wonderful place to live for the elite but challenging for everyone else. 
The divide between the rich and the poor constantly kept city officials 
on edge because the lower classes were never far from rioting. Most of 
them lived amid rampant street crime in squalid high-​rise apartment 
buildings as tall as five or six stories, with no sanitation or water avail-
able above the first floor.

The great divide between the picturesque villas of the privileged and 
the crime-​ridden slums that comprised most of the city left the resi-
dents to fend for themselves, which they did by congregating accord-
ing to ethnicity. In other words, first-​century Rome was not unlike 
New York City during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Ethnic 
neighborhoods became governments unto themselves, vying for domi-
nance while maintaining an uneasy peace with one another to avoid 
persecution by the government (see Acts 18:2).

Life was hard for everyone, but being a Christian in that environment 
made it even worse. For both Jewish and Gentile Christians, the price of 
discipleship often meant the loss of family and clan, including the safety 
these provided. They must have felt like squirrels living among angry 
giants, any one of whom might decide to crush them on a whim. By ad 
64, their feelings proved to be justified. Nero went mad. His persecu-
tion of the Christians became so shockingly brutal that citizens actually 
began to pity them. Some say the crime of the Christians that sent them 
to their deaths was the burning of Rome, but according to the Roman his-
torian Tacitus, Christians were punished “not so much for the imputed 
crime of burning Rome, as for their hate and enmity to human kind.”2

While Nero’s persecution lay several years in their future, this gen-
eral impression of Christians—​regardless of how people came by it—​
would factor heavily into the apostle’s practical advice near the end 
of his letter.

“MAY THE GOD OF HOPE FILL YOU WITH ALL JOY 
AND PEACE IN BELIEVING” (15:13)
The believers in Rome desperately needed encouragement, which this 
divinely inspired letter provided in three ways.

First, the letter confirmed their understanding of the gospel and 
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THE GOSPEL OF CHRIST AND THE PAX ROMANA

ROMANS
Historians call the first two centuries of Roman rule after the birth 
of Christ the Pax Romana, or “Peace of Rome.” It was peaceful in that 
Rome focused less on foreign conquest and more on stabilizing the 
lands they already ruled, but it was nevertheless a brutal peace. The 
empire could quickly mobilize large armies anywhere between Rome 
and Persia and typically responded to insurrection with shocking cru-
elty. Once a revolt had been quelled, it was not uncommon for the survi-
vors to be crucified along the roads leading into the region as a warning 
to new colonists.

While this “peace” was not without bloodshed, it nevertheless paved 
the way for Paul’s evangelistic ministry—​literally. To quickly move 
troops and commerce around the realm, the Roman government con-
structed an elaborate highway system, paved with stone and concrete 
and regularly patrolled to prevent robbery. This gave the apostle and 
his entourage unprecedented access to the world as they knew it. And 
Paul made the most of this opportunity, circling the eastern empire 
three times in fifteen years and logging more than twenty thousand 
miles, mostly on government paving and government-​controlled ship-
ping lanes.

In the end, the merciless “peace” of Rome became the means of a 
merciful “peace with God” (5:1) for innumerable Gentiles during Paul’s 
lifetime and for countless generations thereafter.
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clarified what might have been confusing. Persecution combined with 
isolation can cause even the most resilient mind to lose its grip on the 
truth. In careful detail and with compelling clarity, Paul explained the 
truth of the gospel. He drew upon his formal training and the best rhe-
torical style of the day to present the truth of God in logical sequence. He 
recalled his years of preaching in synagogues and debating in markets to 
answer every relevant objection. And, of course, the Holy Spirit inspired 
the content, superintended the process of writing, and safeguarded the 
document from error. The believers in Rome received a complete, com-
prehensive, and concise proclamation of Christian truth. And the effect 
must have been incredibly calming.

Second, the letter affirmed the authenticity of their faith and com-
mended them for their obedience. People on a long and arduous jour-
ney frequently need confirmation that they are on the right course and 
should continue as they have been; otherwise, they grow discouraged 
and reduce their efforts or wander off course. The church in Rome had 
long been a model of steadfast faith and authentic community. Paul 
encouraged them, saying, in effect, “Keep doing what you have been 
doing. You’re right on target!” Furthermore, the congregation in Rome, 
like every other church in the first century, was susceptible to the influ-
ence of false teachers. This letter equipped them to recognize the truth 
and to leave no room for heresy.

Third, the letter cast a vision for the future and urged them to become 
Paul’s partners in accomplishing it. When churches take their eyes off the 
horizon, the inevitable result is what can be called a “survival mentality.” 
Rather than accomplishing the plans of God to redeem and transform His 
creation, they forget their reason for being, which begins a long, agoniz-
ing slide into irrelevance. Irrelevant churches fret over inconsequential 
matters, nitpick their leadership, criticize one another, experiment with 
worldly strategies for growth, and chase vain philosophies. Meanwhile 
their surrounding communities hear little of Christ, and what they do 
hear is unattractive. Paul challenged the believers in Rome with an enor-
mous undertaking: evangelization of the newly expanded empire to the 
west. It was a landmass greater than what the apostle had covered in 
three missionary journeys—​and it was not nearly as tame.

“FOR IN IT THE RIGHTEOUSNESS OF GOD 
IS REVEALED FROM FAITH TO FAITH” (1:17)
Paul’s letter to the believers in Rome can be called many things. Clearly, 
this became his magnum opus. It is the first systematic theology 
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of the Christian faith. This letter may be considered the believer’s 
constitution—​the Christian Magna Carta. We might even call it a mani-
festo of the new kingdom, for it not only declares our essential beliefs 
but also establishes our agenda as Christ’s disciples. But more than 
anything, the words Paul and his amanuensis, Tertius, penned twenty 
centuries ago are nothing less than the Word of God. Through human 
agency, the almighty Creator has breathed out, revealing a grand plan.

“The plan of salvation” outlined in this letter to Christians living 
in first-​century Rome has more than the rescue of individuals in view. 
The plan of God is more than a mere fire escape through which a few 
find safety from the flames of eternal punishment. This grand plan—​of 
which all are invited to become a part—​is nothing less than the Cre-
ator’s intention to bring His creation back under divine dominion, to 
cleanse it of evil, to redeem, reclaim, and renovate the universe so that 
it might fully reflect His glory again. The plan of salvation is good news 
to each individual, but the greater news is the return of God’s righteous-
ness to its rightful place in the world. Someday, Christ will tear the veil 
between heaven and earth, and the righteousness of God will sweep the 
“prince of the power of the air” (Eph. 2:2) from his stolen throne and will 
again rule over creation. This future is inevitable because God’s plan is 
unstoppable.

In the meantime, the righteousness of God lives in the hearts of those 
who have received His grace through faith in His Son, Jesus Christ. 
Therefore, each individual reading Paul’s letter to the Romans must 
answer two questions. First, will you allow God’s transformation of the 
world to begin with you? As Paul will explain, this is not an invitation to 
try harder, but a plea to submit to His grace before it’s too late. Second, if 
the righteousness of God lives within you now, will you keep it hidden? 
If you lack knowledge, read on. The book of Romans will explain all 
you need to know. If you lack courage, this exhortation from an intrepid 
apostle to a beleaguered church in first-​century Rome will revive and 
reinvigorate your confidence.

Whatever your situation, wherever you happen to be in your spiritual 
journey, I am convinced that the time you invest in a careful study of this 
letter will change you forever. This has been true of generations past, 
and the power of God’s Word has not diminished over time. As you read, 
the Holy Spirit has pledged to provide whatever you lack. You need only 
believe His promise. If you submit to these truths, then you too will dis-
cover, as did Paul, “the righteous [one] shall live by faith” (Rom. 1:17).
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SALUTATION 
(ROMANS 1:1-17)

Imagine how you would feel if you discovered a one hundred percent 
natural, one hundred percent effective, completely free cure for all 
types of cancer. How much of your own time, energy, and money would 
you expend to make this wonder cure available to as many people as 
possible in your lifetime?

Paul was a man on a mission. His assignment? To distribute the 
most precious commodity the world has ever received: the gospel, a 
cure formulated by God to be one hundred percent effective against the 
terminal disease of sin. The gospel—​the euangelion (“good news”) in 
his language—​became the driving force of his life. And, as he was about 
to take this magnificent obsession to a completely different level, the 
apostle enlisted the help of his brothers and sisters in Rome. Unfortu-
nately, they had never met.

KEY TERMS IN ROMANS 1:1‑17

apostolos (ἀπόστολος) [652] “apostle,” “sent one,” “official 
envoy”

The New Testament authors use this term to refer to those serving the 
mission of Christ (Acts 14:14). In the early church, the task of an apostle is 
described by the verb apostellō [649], which generally connotes sending. 
Paul refers to himself as “an apostle” (Rom. 1:1; 11:13), pointing out his 
Christ-​ordained role as an official envoy for the gospel. To be called an 
“apostle” in this technical sense, one must have personally encountered 
Jesus Christ after His resurrection and received His express commission 
to bear the good news to others.
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dikaiosynē (δικαιοσύνη) [1343] “righteousness,” “justice,” 
“fairness”

The word group derived from the dik- stem plays an important and dis-
tinctive role in Romans: the verb dikaioō (“to declare righteous” [1344]), 
the noun dikaiosynē (“righteousness”), and the adjective dikaios (“righ-
teous, just” [1342]). For Paul and the early Christians, the importance and 
primary referent of this word is borne from its usage in the Septuagint (the 
Greek translation of the Old Testament) where it translates the Hebrew 
word group associated with covenant righteousness. Through the inter
testamental period “righteousness” takes on both an ethical and judicial 
flavor. In Romans, both of these nuances are evident, and righteousness 
is both an attribute of God that He renders to those who have faith in His 
Son, Jesus, and a characteristic of the behavior of those who maintain a 
right relationship with God.

euangelion (εὐαγγέλιον) [2098] “gospel,” “joyous news,” 
“good report”

This Greek term described the favorable report of a messenger from the 
battlefield or the official proclamation that an heir to the king had been 
born. In the New Testament this word refers to proclaiming that Jesus’ 
death and resurrection forgives sins and gives eternal life. The English 
term “gospel” comes from the Old English compound “good-​spell,” where 
“spell” means “tale.” The gospel is the “good story” about Christ’s person 
and work.

pistis (πίστις) [4102] “faith,” “confidence,” “reliance,” “trust”
Paul’s usage of this word follows that of the Septuagint. For the Jew—​and 
therefore the Christian—pistis is the means by which we relate to God. In 
Romans, the action of the verb pisteuō (“to believe or have faith” [4100]) 
is predominantly directed toward God and His will by means of Jesus’ 
saving action on the cross and in His resurrection (1:16). Pistis, then, is 
the sole means by which we receive salvation (1:5, 8, 12, 17).

sōtēria (σωτηρία) [4991] “salvation,” “deliverance,” 
“protection,” “preservation”

This word is used throughout the Septuagint and New Testament to de-
scribe a range of circumstances for rescue. Paul uses the word “salvation” 
in Romans five times (1:16; 10:1, 10; 11:11; 13:11), conveying not only the 
idea of spiritual salvation (“going to heaven when we die”), but also an 
eschatological perspective.1 In other words, Paul is looking forward to 
the ultimate salvation found in Christ’s second coming, including resur-
rection and glorification.
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Mission: The Gospel
ROMANS 1:1-17

N
A

SB
N

LT1
  Paul, a bond-​servant of Christ 

Jesus, acalled as an apostle, set 
apart for the gospel of God, 2

 which 
He promised beforehand through 
His prophets in the holy Scriptures, 
3

 concerning His Son, who was born 
of a adescendant of David accord-
ing to the flesh, 4

 who was declared 
the Son of God with power aby the 
resurrection from the dead, accord-
ing to the bSpirit of holiness, Jesus 
Christ our Lord, 5

 through whom we 
have received grace and apostleship 
ato bring about the obedience of 
faith among all the Gentiles for His 
name’s sake, 6 among whom you also 
are the called of Jesus Christ;

7
 to all who are beloved of God in 

Rome, called as asaints: Grace to you 
and peace from God our Father and 
the Lord Jesus Christ.

8
 First, I thank my God through 

Jesus Christ afor you all, because your 
faith is being proclaimed throughout 
the whole world. 9

 For God, whom I 
serve in my spirit in the preaching of 
the gospel of His Son, is my witness 
as to how unceasingly I make men-
tion of you, 10

 always in my prayers 
making request, if perhaps now at 
last by the will of God I may suc-
ceed in coming to you. 11

 For I long 
to see you so that I may impart some 
spiritual gift to you, that you may be 
aestablished; 12

 that is, that I may be 
encouraged together with you while 
among you, each of us by the other’s 
faith, both yours and mine. 13

 I do not 
want you to be unaware, brethren, 

1
 This letter is from Paul, a slave of 

Christ Jesus, chosen by God to be 
an apostle and sent out to preach 
his Good News. 2

  God promised 
this Good News long ago through 
his prophets in the holy Scriptures. 
3

 The Good News is about his Son. 
In his earthly life he was born into 
King David’s family line, 4

 and he 
was shown to be* the Son of God 
when he was raised from the dead 
by the power of the Holy Spirit.* He 
is Jesus Christ our Lord. 5

 Through 
Christ, God has given us the privi-
lege* and authority as apostles to 
tell Gentiles everywhere what God 
has done for them, so that they will 
believe and obey him, bringing glory 
to his name.

6
  And you are included among 

those Gentiles who have been called 
to belong to Jesus Christ. 7 I am writ-
ing to all of you in Rome who are 
loved by God and are called to be his 
own holy people.

May God our Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ give you grace and peace.

8
 Let me say first that I thank my 

God through Jesus Christ for all of 
you, because your faith in him is 
being talked about all over the world. 
9

 God knows how often I pray for you. 
Day and night I bring you and your 
needs in prayer to God, whom I serve 
with all my heart* by spreading the 
Good News about his Son.

10
 One of the things I always pray 

for is the opportunity, God willing, to 
come at last to see you. 11

 For I long 
to visit you so I can bring you some 
spiritual gift that will help you grow 
strong in the Lord. 12

 When we get 
together, I want to encourage you in 
your faith, but I also want to be en-
couraged by yours.

13
 I want you to know, dear brothers 

Salutation (Romans 1:1-17)
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— 1:1 —
The first seven verses of Paul’s letter form one long, complex sentence 
with several phrases sandwiched between “[From] Paul” (1:1) and 
“to all who are beloved of God in Rome” (1:7). The original audience 
would have had no trouble understanding this style of writing, but 
the jumbled phrases can be terribly confusing for us. So, for the sake 
of simplicity, let me break it down in two ways. First, note the chart 
“Paul’s Greeting,” which we will refer to later. Second, note that his 
greeting follows a simple outline:

Author: “Paul . . .” (1:1)
Subject: Composed of several phrases introducing the content 
of his letter (1:2‑6)
Recipient: “To all who are beloved of God in Rome . . .” (1:7a)
Greeting: “Grace to you and peace . . .” (1:7b)

that often I have planned to come 
to you (and have been prevented so 
far) so that I may obtain some fruit 
among you also, even as among the 
rest of the Gentiles. 14

 I am aunder 
obligation both to Greeks and to bar-
barians, both to the wise and to the 
foolish. 15

 So, for my part, I am eager 
to preach the gospel to you also who 
are in Rome.

16
  For I am not ashamed of the 

gospel, for it is the power of God for 
salvation to everyone who believes, 
to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 
17

 For in it the righteousness of God is 
revealed afrom faith to faith; as it is 
written, “bBut the righteous man 
shall live by faith.”
1:1 aLit a called apostle  ​  1:3 aLit seed  ​  1:4 aOr 
as a result of ​ bOr spirit  ​  1:5 aLit for obedience  ​ 
1:7 aOr holy ones  ​  1:8 aOr concerning you all, 
that...  ​  1:11 aOr strengthened  ​  1:14 aLit debtor  ​ 
1:17 aOr by ​ bOr But he who is righteous by faith 
shall live  ​ 

and sisters,* that I planned many 
times to visit you, but I was pre-
vented  until now. I want to work 
among you and see spiritual fruit, 
just as I have seen among other 
Gentiles. 14

 For I  have a great sense 
of obligation to people in both the 
civilized world and the rest of the 
world,* to the educated and unedu-
cated alike. 15

 So I am eager to come 
to you in  Rome, too, to preach the 
Good News.

16
 For I am not ashamed of this 

Good News about Christ. It is the 
power of God at work, saving every
one who believes—​the Jew first and 
also the Gentile.* 17

 This Good News 
tells us how God makes us right in 
his sight. This is accomplished from 
start to finish by faith. As the Scrip-
tures say, “It is through faith that a 
righteous person has life.”*
1:4a Or and was designated. ​ 1:4b Or by the 
Spirit of holiness; or in the new realm of the 
Spirit. ​ 1:5 Or the grace. ​ 1:9 Or in my spirit. ​
1:13 Greek brothers. ​ 1:14 Greek to Greeks and 
barbarians. ​ 1:16 Greek also the Greek. ​ 1:17 Or 
“The righteous will live by faith.” Hab 2:4. ​

Mission: The Gospel  |  Romans 1:1-17
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PAUL’S GREETING
1Paul,

a bond-​servant of Christ Jesus,
called as an apostle,
set apart for the gospel of God,

2which He promised
beforehand
through His prophets
in the holy Scriptures,

3concerning His son,
who was born

of a descendant of David
according to the flesh,

4who was declared the Son of God
with power
by the resurrection from the dead,
according to the Spirit of holiness,

Jesus Christ our Lord,
5through whom we have received grace and apostleship
to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles

for His name’s sake,
6among whom you also are the called of Jesus Christ;

7to all who are
beloved of God in Rome,
called as saints:

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

The Christians in Rome knew Paul only by reputation. His ministry 
began a world away in Jerusalem and stretched across most of the east-
ern Roman Empire, but he had not yet visited the capital city. So, few 
there had seen the man in person. Nevertheless, his stature as a Chris-
tian leader was second to none, especially among Gentiles. So, when 
identifying himself, Paul could have chosen any number of different 
titles. He could have called himself a scholar, having been schooled by 
the renowned Jewish master Gamaliel (Acts 22:3). He could have called 
himself a Roman citizen (Acts 22:28), a title of significant influence in 
the capital city. He could have called attention to his personal encoun-
ter with the risen Christ (Acts 22:6‑11) or his having seen firsthand the 
splendor of heaven (2 Cor. 12:2‑5). Instead, he chose a designation he 
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considered far loftier, far more impressive than any other: doulos Chris-
tou Iēsou [1401, 5547, 2424], “bond-​servant of Christ Jesus.”

Greeks and Romans despised servitude above all else. They would 
not have objected to governmental service as long as it was voluntary, 
an expression of good virtue by a loyal citizen. Compulsory service, on 
the other hand, meant the loss of freedom, and to lose one’s freedom 
was to lose one’s dignity.2 In the Septuagint, the term doulos could 
refer to illegal or unreasonable service, such as Israel’s slavery in Egypt 
(Exod. 13:3) and Jacob’s servitude to Laban (Gen. 29:18).3 Sometimes, 
doulos referred to those who were subject to the rule of another, such 
as when one ruler had to pay tribute to another, more powerful king.

So no one wanted the title doulos, unless of course he or she served 
God. In the service of the Creator, no title could have been more prized. 
“Bond-​slaves of God” included Abraham, Moses, David, and other 
noteworthy heroes of faith.

Paul introduced himself by adding two other designations to that of 
“bond-​servant.” First, he had been called by God to be His “apostle.” In 
secular Greek culture and in the Septuagint, “apostle” referred to some-
one sent to accomplish a task on behalf of the sender. An apostle was an 
envoy. For example, in Genesis 24:1‑9, Abraham charged a servant with 
the mission of finding Isaac a wife so that the covenant might pass to 
his heir. Similarly, Paul claimed authority, not on the basis of education 
or personality or even special revelation—​all of which he could have 
legitimately claimed—​but on the basis of the mandate of the One who 
had sent him. His authority came from no one other than God Himself.

Second, Paul wrote that he had been “set apart” to teach and preach 
the gospel (Rom. 1:1). The Greek word is aphorizō [873], which means 
simply “to separate” or “to reserve.” But for Paul, the term bore a 
deeply profound meaning, one that stemmed from his personal expe-
rience. Paul said, in effect, “For the better part of my young adult life, I 
lived within a circle, bounded by a horizon I could not cross. Then, the 
Lord confronted me on the road to Damascus, where I had intended to 
persecute and even kill His followers, and He transported me by faith 
to a world beyond my old horizon. I have been moved from one circle of 
existence to another.” Moreover, the apostle declared that he had been 
“set apart” for the purpose of carrying the gospel to the world.

— 1:2‑6 —
This gospel not only fueled the apostle’s ministry throughout the world, 
it was the primary subject of his message to the Romans, which he 
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OLD TESTAMENT REFERENCES IN ROMANS

1 Romans 1:17 Habakkuk 2:4 Quote
2 Romans 2:6 Psalm 62:12 Quote
3 Romans 2:6 Proverbs 24:12 Quote
4 Romans 2:24 Isaiah 52:5 Allusion
5 Romans 2:24 Ezekiel 36:20 Allusion
6 Romans 3:4 Psalm 51:4 Quote
7 Romans 3:10‑12 Psalm 14:1‑3 (Psalm 53:1‑3) Quote
8 Romans 3:10‑12 Ecclesiastes 7:20 Allusion
9 Romans 3:13 Psalm 5:9 Quote
10 Romans 3:13 Psalm 140:3 Quote
11 Romans 3:14 Psalm 10:7 Quote
12 Romans 3:15‑17 Isaiah 59:7‑8 Paraphrase
13 Romans 3:18 Psalm 36:1 Quote
14 Romans 4:3 Genesis 15:6 Quote
15 Romans 4:7‑8 Psalm 32:1‑2 Quote
16 Romans 4:9 Genesis 15:6 Paraphrase
17 Romans 4:17 Genesis 17:5 Paraphrase
18 Romans 4:18 Genesis 15:5 Quote
19 Romans 4:22 Genesis 15:6 Quote
20 Romans 7:7 Exodus 20:17 Quote
21 Romans 8:36 Psalm 44:22 Quote
22 Romans 8:36 Isaiah 53:7 Allusion
23 Romans 8:36 Zechariah 11:4 Allusion
24 Romans 8:36 Zechariah 11:7 Allusion
25 Romans 9:7 Genesis 21:12 Quote
26 Romans 9:9 Genesis 18:10 Quote
27 Romans 9:9 Genesis 18:14 Quote
28 Romans 9:12 Genesis 25:23 Quote
29 Romans 9:13 Malachi 1:2‑3 Quote
30 Romans 9:15 Exodus 33:19 Quote
31 Romans 9:17 Exodus 9:16 Quote
32 Romans 9:25 Hosea 2:23 Paraphrase
33 Romans 9:26 Hosea 1:10 Quote
34 Romans 9:27‑28 Isaiah 10:22‑23 Quote
35 Romans 9:27‑28 Isaiah 28:22 Allusion
36 Romans 9:27‑28 Hosea 1:10 Allusion
37 Romans 9:29 Isaiah 1:9 Quote
38 Romans 9:33 Isaiah 8:14 Quote
39 Romans 9:33 Isaiah 28:16 Quote
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40 Romans 10:5 Leviticus 18:5 Allusion
41 Romans 10:6 Deuteronomy 30:12 Allusion
42 Romans 10:7 Deuteronomy 30:13 Allusion
43 Romans 10:8 Deuteronomy 30:14 Quote
44 Romans 10:11 Isaiah 28:16 Quote
45 Romans 10:13 Joel 2:32 Quote
46 Romans 10:15 Isaiah 52:7 Quote
47 Romans 10:15 Nahum 1:15 Allusion
48 Romans 10:16 Isaiah 53:1 Quote
49 Romans 10:18 Psalm 19:4 Quote
50 Romans 10:19 Deuteronomy 32:21 Quote
51 Romans 10:20 Isaiah 65:1 Quote
52 Romans 10:21 Isaiah 65:2 Quote
53 Romans 11:3 1 Kings 19:10 Paraphrase
54 Romans 11:3 1 Kings 19:14 Paraphrase
55 Romans 11:4 1 Kings 19:18 Paraphrase
56 Romans 11:8 Deuteronomy 29:4 Quote
57 Romans 11:8 Isaiah 29:10 Allusion
58 Romans 11:9‑10 Psalm 69:22‑23 Quote
59 Romans 11:26‑27 Isaiah 59:20‑21 Quote
60 Romans 11:26‑27 Jeremiah 31:31‑34 Paraphrase
61 Romans 11:34‑35 Isaiah 40:13 Paraphrase
62 Romans 11:34‑35 Job 41:11 Quote
63 Romans 11:34‑35 Jeremiah 23:18 Allusion
64 Romans 12:19 Deuteronomy 32:35 Quote
65 Romans 12:20 Proverbs 25:21‑22 Quote
66 Romans 13:9 Exodus 20:13‑17 Quote
67 Romans 13:9 Deuteronomy 5:17‑21 Quote
68 Romans 13:9 Leviticus 19:18 Quote
69 Romans 14:11 Isaiah 45:23 Paraphrase
70 Romans 15:3 Psalm 69:9 Quote
71 Romans 15:9 2 Samuel 22:50 Quote
72 Romans 15:9 Psalm 18:49 Allusion
73 Romans 15:10 Deuteronomy 32:43 Quote
74 Romans 15:11 Psalm 117:1 Quote
75 Romans 15:12 Isaiah 11:10 Quote
76 Romans 15:21 Isaiah 52:15 Quote

TOTALS Direct quotes 51
Paraphrased quotes 10
Clear allusions 15
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introduced in a network of phrases between “[From] Paul” (1:1) and “to 
all who are beloved of God in Rome” (1:7). The chart “Paul’s Greeting” 
shows how the phrases are linked together to establish several truths 
about the good news and its main character, Jesus Christ.

First, the origin of the gospel was God. Paul declared that the gospel 
was “promised” (1:2). How? Look beneath the word “promised” on the 
chart.

The gospel was promised beforehand (1:2). The message Paul carried 
was not new; it had been the central focus of the Old Testament and 
the impetus behind the Lord’s interaction with humankind since Adam 
and Eve’s tragic disobedience in the Garden of Eden.

The gospel was promised through His prophets (1:2). The message 
Paul carried fulfilled the hope of salvation foreshadowed by every 
prophet since Moses.

The gospel was promised in the holy Scriptures (1:2). The message 
Paul carried passed the ultimate test of truth: It was born out of God’s 
Word. And the apostle would demonstrate the veracity of the gospel 
throughout his letter by quoting or paraphrasing Old Testament Scrip-
ture no less than sixty times.

Second, the content of the gospel is Jesus Christ. Note that the gospel 
was promised “concerning His Son” (1:3), about whom Paul declared 
several truths.

God’s Son “was born of a descendant [literally, “a seed”] of David 
according to the flesh,” meaning that He has a real human nature, just 
like you and me (1:3).

Jesus was undeniably proven by His resurrection to be the Son 
of God (1:4), insofar as His eternal identity is concerned. The phrase 
“Spirit of holiness” refers to His divine nature, for just as God is spirit, 
so the Son shares this nature.

God’s Son is “Jesus Christ our Lord” (1:4). The “Christ” is none other 
than the Jewish Messiah, who is our kyrios [2962], the Greek term used 
throughout the Septuagint to refer to God.

Because the Roman believers did not know Paul personally, it was 
important for him to present an unblemished pedigree of truth, to dem-
onstrate a theological kinship with his audience from the outset. And 
no issue divided true believers from apostates more definitely than the 
identity of Christ.

Today, we must do the same. The labels “Methodist,” “Presbyte-
rian,” “Baptist,” or even “evangelical” mean very little to the average 
person on the street. A teacher of authentic Christian truth must have 
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a clear understanding of who Jesus is in relation to the Trinity and as 
the central figure of the gospel. If any person says that Jesus is anyone 
other than God in human flesh, then he or she cannot be trusted to 
teach others. This person might be Mormon or a Jehovah’s Witness or 
some undefined strain of skeptic. This person might even choose to 
wear the label “Christian” and carry a Bible; nevertheless, he or she is 
not Christian. That’s not to say we should shun or reject such a person. 
We must simply recognize that he or she needs to hear the gospel.

Third, the purpose of the gospel is to produce obedient faith (1:5). At 
one time, learning was said to have taken place when an individual’s 
behavior changed as a result of gaining new information. God did not 
save us merely to deposit a set of theological principles in our heads. 
We are saved in order to surrender our lives to Christ (16:26). When 
you think of obedience, attach to it the synonym “submission.” Paul 
submitted everything to the will of God, from the time of his encounter 
with Christ on the road to Damascus to the very end of his life.

Paul reminded the believers in Rome that they too were “the called 
of Jesus Christ” (1:6). While their calling did not have the official ca-
pacity of his apostleship, they shared his mission nonetheless. Jesus 
Christ called them to faith and obedience and then charged them with 
the responsibility to bring Gentiles—​that is, their fellow inhabitants of 
Rome and the Roman Empire at large—​to the same faith and obedience.

The responsibility to “make disciples” (Matt. 28:19‑20) does not rest 
entirely upon the shoulders of vocational, full-​time ministers of the 
gospel. They dedicate their lives to preaching, teaching, and leading, 
but they aren’t surrogate servants—​hired hands to do work on behalf of 
others. All of us, every member of Christ’s body, are charged with the 
same mission. We are to seek those who have not heard the good news 
and become the means by which they come to faith and obedience.

— 1:7 —
Paul concluded his greeting by identifying his audience (“all who are 
beloved of God in Rome, called as saints”) and then blessing them 
(“grace to you and peace”).

He didn’t use the term “saints” to suggest that they were to labor hard 
in the Christian life in order to attain a lofty spiritual plane. The term 
“saint” is a noun related to the adjective “holy.” Something is kept “holy” 
when it is set aside for dedicated use, as when a priest would reserve 
certain things in the temple for the rituals of worship. The purpose for 
“setting aside” something was to keep it pure, undefiled by the world.
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The personal application would have been as obvious to them as it 
is to us. Believers have been called as “set-aside ones.” God has called 
His own, He has set them aside, and He will do the work of purification. 
But Paul appears to suggest there is room for us to participate in the 
cleansing process. Later in his letter, he will urge believers to “be trans-
formed by the renewing of your mind” (12:2). The imperative verb—​this 
command—​implies that while the Holy Spirit has undertaken to do this 
work, we bear a responsibility to join Him. We can participate in four 
specific ways:

•	 by submitting to His work of convicting, commanding, comfort-
ing, challenging, and conforming

•	 by devoting ourselves to knowing Jesus and cultivating our per-
sonal relationship with Him

•	 by investing ourselves in loving our fellow believers within the 
community of faith

•	 by obeying His command to make disciples of nonbelievers

These activities, and all the spiritual disciplines, cannot make us better 
people—​at least not by themselves. We are powerless to reform our own 
sinful natures. But, when applied as a means of cultivating our per-
sonal relationship with Christ, these actions help us remain more mal-
leable to His shaping.

Moreover, the believers were “beloved,” not only by God but also 
by Paul. He didn’t write his brothers and sisters in Rome just to give 
them a neatly outlined notebook of doctrinal truths. He wanted them 
to cultivate lives so abundantly filled with grace that obedience became 
as natural to them as breathing. But this requires balance. The world of 
fundamentalism teems with people who give very little attention to the 
graciousness of an obedient life. At the other extreme, many emphasize 
graciousness and love apart from a solid doctrinal foundation. That’s 
worse than building a house on sand. A life submitted to the Father 
requires both—​a genuine understanding of gospel truth that results in 
an ever-​growing obedience.

The double blessing of grace and peace was a signature greeting for 
Paul.4 “Grace” was a common greeting in Greek culture, and its inclu-
sion here would have been as normal to his readers as is the greeting 
“Dear _________” to us today. However, Paul will delve into the deep 
theological significance of “grace” in his letter to the Romans in ways 
that no Jew or Greek would have expected.

The Jews customarily greeted one another with shalom, which had 
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the general meaning of “completion and fulfillment—​of entering into 
a state of wholeness and unity, a restored relationship.”5 The word em-
bodied all the blessings of the Promised Land and the fulfillment of 
God’s covenant with Abraham.

— 1:8‑13 —
If the believers in Rome needed anything, it was encouragement, and 
a letter from someone of Paul’s stature would help them stand a little 
taller. I remember my days in the Marine Corps, eight thousand miles 
from home, desperately lonely, and counting the minutes until mail 
call. (No computers or cell phones back then!) I don’t know a single 
person stationed overseas who wouldn’t skip a few meals if it meant 
receiving a letter from home or even a postcard from that special some-
one. When I received a letter from Cynthia, my heart pounded at the 
sight of her handwriting. I inhaled the aroma of her perfume on the 
envelope before opening it. I devoured each word. I read it again, and 
again, and again, and again. Why? Because she told me what I meant 
to her. She told me my value. She reminded me of how she was wait-
ing for me and longing to be with me. Perhaps those believers in Rome 
felt something similar as they read Paul’s words. Before teaching them 
anything, Paul chose four ways to lift the spirits of his Roman brothers 
and sisters.

Paul affirmed them (1:8). He expressed his personal admiration and 
thanks for the reputation of faithfulness the Roman Christians had 
earned, not only in the capital but throughout the empire. Most people 
hear very little affirmation: sparse amounts at work, less at home, 
and almost none at church (to our shame). Words of appreciation or 
gratitude cost nothing, yet how precious they are to the discouraged. 
The struggling believers in Rome needed to hear someone say, “Well 
done! Keep doing what you’re doing. It’s having a lasting impact on 
the world.”

Paul prayed for them (1:9). Paul didn’t know most of these people. 
He had not yet visited Rome. Yet he never failed to include them in his 
prayers.

For many years, I have had the opportunity to interact with top-​level 
government and military personnel through an organization called the 
Christian Embassy. The men and women of this community—​generals, 
admirals, chiefs of staff, members of Congress, White House person-
nel, and support staff—​frequently tell me how much it means to them 
to know that people are praying for them. Washington, DC, is a lonely 
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place for the powerful, even more so for believers in high-​ranking posi-
tions. The knowledge that others are on their knees before God allows 
them to feel supported and sustained.

Paul expressed his desire to be with them (1:10). Paul had been in 
ministry long enough to understand the value of being present with 
someone who needs encouragement.

We must keep in mind throughout this letter that this is no mere 
theological treatise. It’s a love letter from God to the Romans through 
His special envoy, Paul. They needed to know that they were the “be-
loved of God,” chosen to be His children, set apart as saints (1:7).

Paul promised to assist them (1:11‑13). The discouraged certainly 
need emotional and spiritual comfort, but they also need tangible help. 
Paul gave a couple of reasons for his intended visit, each of which he 
introduced with the Greek conjunction hina [2443], “for the purpose 
of” or “in order that.”

“[In order that] I may impart some spiritual gift to you, [with the 
result that] you may be established.” The Greek phrase pneu-
matikon charisma (spiritual gift) [4152, 5486] leads some to 
suggest that Paul intended to empower the believers in Rome 
with supernatural abilities from the Holy Spirit. Sometimes he 
used the phrase this way (12:6; 1 Cor. 1:7; 12:4, 31), and some-
times he used charisma (“gift”) to refer to the free offer of salva-
tion (Rom. 5:15, 16; 6:23).

This is leadership in the Christian sense. Paul was not 
planning to give them a spiritual gift they lacked; he was plan-
ning to share with them his spiritual gift, the gift of knowledge, 
the gift of wisdom, the gift of apostleship. He planned to give 
them a share of the knowledge that God had given him. Paul 
would be strengthened, in turn, by the spiritual gifts the be-
lievers in Rome had to offer.

“[In order that] I may obtain some fruit among you.” The “fruit” Paul 
hoped to obtain referred to the result of ministry, that is, more 
converts through belief in Jesus Christ and more Christians liv-
ing in obedience as a result of their growing faith (Phil. 1:22; Col. 
1:6). But he also used the term “fruit” in reference to money, 
which, when given generously, is a tangible result of genuine 
faith and the means of ministering to others (Rom. 15:23‑28).

Paul had heard of the vibrant Christian community in Rome, which 
was flourishing despite the many reasons it should not exist. And he 
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must have appreciated the Roman believers’ grit. He undoubtedly saw 
a congregation of kindred spirits who would not only help him in his 
mission but also embrace it as their own.

— 1:14 —
Jesus explained the good news this way: “For God so loved the world, 
that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him 
shall not perish, but have eternal life” (John 3:16). Many have never 
heard this news. The Son of God entered the world as an embryo, then 
a fetus, then a newborn infant on the outskirts of a little hamlet called 
Bethlehem in the hills of Judea. He grew to be a man who, though 
completely sinless Himself, paid the complete penalty of sin on behalf 
of the whole world. He paid the price in full, leaving none for us to pay 
on our own, so that whoever—​regardless of age, gender, race, nation
ality, geographical location, social class, intelligence, education, or 
even morality—​whoever simply trusts God enough to receive His free 
gift “shall . . . have eternal life.” No strings attached. No hidden fees. 
No extra work to be done. No additional requirements. Nothing to 
join. By grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. That’s all. 
And it’s enough!

Shortly after Jesus was raised from the dead and had ascended to 
the Father, unbelieving Jews began to persecute those among them who 
chose to believe in Jesus. One man, a Pharisee, pursued and imprisoned 
Christians with unmatched religious fury (Acts 8:3) and eventually pre-
sided over the execution of the first Christian martyr (Acts 7:58). But 
while he was on his way to the town of Damascus to find and imprison 
believers, he encountered the risen Savior and believed the good news 
himself (Acts 9:3‑6), which shocked the religious world in and around 
Jerusalem. The chief persecutor of Christians had joined the ranks of 
those he had formerly killed.

Twenty-​five years later, after studying the Scriptures and growing as 
a Christian in the predominantly Gentile church in Antioch, Paul had 
become the chief ambassador of the good news to the world between 
Jerusalem and Rome. Having accomplished all he had hoped in the 
lands subdued by the empire, the apostle desired to carry the gospel 
to people living in the newly Romanized, yet still “barbarous,” frontier 
of Spain. But that would come after Rome. As he ministered in each 
place, he kept his eyes on the horizon, beyond which lay more people 
who needed to hear the good news.

The apostle pursued his mission of propagating the gospel with 
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more passion and dedication than he had given to snuffing it out. And 
he expressed that passion using three “I am” statements: “I am under 
obligation,” “I am eager to preach the gospel,” and “I am not ashamed.”

“I am under obligation” (1:14). His declaration reads, literally, “To 
both the Greek and the barbarian, to both the learned and the ignorant, 
I am a debtor.”

There is more than one kind of debt. The most familiar is when we 
borrow a sum of money from the bank. We are indebted to the bank to 
pay the money back. Paul’s debt is of another kind. If someone were 
to give me money to deliver to someone else, I am indebted to the one 
who gave me the money and, in a real sense, to the one who should 
receive it. As the middleman, I am a debtor to both. Paul wrote, in ef-
fect, “I have been given the good news from the Savior Himself, and I 
now have the responsibility—​a debt to pay—​to give this news to some-
one else.”

It is important for me to point out that this debt was not a condition 
of Paul’s salvation. Paul did not consider himself a debtor because he 
owed the Lord anything in return for eternal life. The apostle’s debt was 
a voluntary condition of his calling. It was a deep sense of accountabil-
ity for the fate of his fellow human beings, most of whom lived in the 
same spiritual darkness that once made him a persecutor and murderer 
of those who lived in the light of truth.

“Barbarians” referred not to wild-​eyed savages but to those not 
yet cultured in the ways of Rome, those living on the empire’s fron-
tier. The Romans applied the term “barbarian” to anyone not yet Ro-
manized because they saw them as crude and ignorant. But Paul’s 
usage doesn’t seem to imply such a negative connotation. He uses the 
language of the Romans to stress that his indebtedness extended to 
the whole world—​not merely to people close and familiar but also to 
people far and strange.

— 1:15 —
“I am eager to preach the gospel” (1:15). Paul’s passion burned with the 
urgency of someone who had just found the fire escape in a burning 
high-​rise. Desperate to save others, he shouted, “Come this way, come 
this way! Rush down this stairway! This is how you get out. This is 
the escape route!” Even after two decades of repeated struggles with 
hunger, thirst, exposure, shipwreck, robberies, beatings, imprison-
ment, and stoning (Acts 14:19; 2 Cor. 11:23‑27; 2 Tim. 3:11), even after 
seeing the success of his labors—​seeing the empire dotted with thriving 
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communities of believers—​Paul remained eager to fulfill his calling in 
places yet further from home.

— 1:16‑17 —
“For I am not ashamed” (1:16). Paul remained undeterred by the fear of 
what others thought for two reasons, both of which rest in the gospel.

The first reason: “For it is the power of God for salvation” (1:16). 
Let’s go back to my earlier illustration. If you had indeed discovered a 
completely effective, completely free cure for all types of cancer, how 
little would you care about what people said? If your daily joy was to 
see terminally ill patients leave their hospital beds and enjoy long, 
healthy lives, would you worry about criticism? Paul remained ener-
gized and unconcerned with human opinions because the gospel is 
too wonderful and too compelling to disregard, especially for the sake 
of pride.

The second reason: “For in it the righteousness of God is revealed” 
(1:17). Sin is nothing less than rebellion against the very nature of God, 
which is utterly good, and righteousness is right relations with the One 
who alone can judge good from evil. When Christ bore our punishment 
for sin, He satisfied the requirements of justice. His atoning sacrifice 
gives the Father opportunity to set us free from judgment while uphold-
ing His righteous character. Anyone who will receive this gift by faith 
will enjoy a restored relationship with the Creator.

Paul concluded his greeting with a reminder that, while the good 
news of Jesus Christ—​God’s radical approach to the problem of sin—​
is surprising, new, and innovative from our perspective, it is, in fact, 
older than creation. And, while new from our point of view, the gos-
pel doesn’t change the manner in which people are saved from their 
sins. Paul quoted the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk to show that 
throughout all time, salvation is a gift provided by grace and received 
through faith (1:17; quoting Hab. 2:4). Thus, in the good news, the righ-
teousness of God is revealed “out of faith into faith” (literally rendered), 
or “by faith, from beginning to end” (my paraphrase). While the aton-
ing sacrifice of Jesus on behalf of sinners makes salvation possible in 
the judicial sense, the mode of receiving salvation has not changed. 
“The righteous man shall live by faith.” One receives right standing 
before God by belief, not deeds.

That’s a glimmer of the good news that Paul longed to share and 
took great care to explain in this letter. But first, to fully appreciate a 
cure, one must understand the disease and its consequences.
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APPLICATION: ROMANS 1:1‑17
Making the “Good News” Great

The “good news” of the gospel is that Jesus Christ—​Son of God and 
Son of Man—​died for our sins and rose from the dead (1:1‑4; cf. 1 Cor. 
15:1‑5). This good news about the person and work of Christ is “the 
power of God for salvation” (Rom. 1:16). What good news! The power 
of God comes to powerless humanity, providing all that’s necessary for 
salvation through Jesus Christ! Can such great news get any greater? In 
fact, when we are confronted with our own sin and need for a savior 
and turn to Christ’s person and work to save us, the good news of the 
gospel becomes great news for us. Paul said the gospel is “the power 
of God for salvation to everyone who believes” (1:16). Believing in the 
gospel makes the good news great.

In light of Paul’s spotlight on the gospel of Jesus Christ, let’s ask 
ourselves, “So what? What should I do with this truth?” Let me give 
you three reasons why it’s vital for us to not only know about the good 
news, but know how to make the good news about Jesus Christ great 
news for us. 

First, you accept the gospel. You don’t rewrite it, reshape it, revise it, 
or rework it. You accept it. That means the “good news” is an invitation. 
You’re invited to a new life of faith in Christ—​forgiven of all your sins, 
cleansed by the work of Christ on your behalf, and set free to live a new 
life by the power of the Spirit. Paul will expand on all of these effects of 
the gospel throughout his letter to the Romans. But in order for the good 
news of Jesus Christ to be great news for us, we need to first accept the 
invitation. If you accept by simple faith the good news that Jesus Christ 
died for your sins and was raised from the dead, you’re in the family of 
God. It’s a gift, not a reward. 

Second, you live the gospel. Living the gospel means being set apart 
for the gospel for “obedience of faith” (1:5). Anyone who genuinely 
comprehends the magnitude of God’s gift won’t be able to remain idle. 
Their priorities, passions, and pursuits will necessarily change. They’ll 
begin to praise and thank God for what He’s done. They’ll worship and 
obey the one who saved them. They’ll set their hope on things above, 
love God, and live a life of service rather than selfishness. Accepting 
the gospel means living the gospel. 

Third, you share the gospel. Paul considered himself indebted to all 
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of humanity because he had been entrusted with a priceless gift, the 
only cure for the deadly disease of sin (1:14‑15). Like Paul, those who 
have accepted the free gift of eternal life and have molded their every-
day lives around it have an obligation to share it. We should let others 
know that God has extended the offer of salvation to everyone, whether 
privileged or poor, sophisticated or simple, religious or rebellious. Keep 
in mind that the gospel appears foolish to those who don’t understand 
or accept it. In the past, ignorance has given way to ridicule and perse-
cution. In our increasingly post-​Christian, unbelieving world, sharing 
the gospel will mean facing the same kinds of rejection and persecution 
Paul himself faced in the first century. But we must remain steadfast, 
even if it requires the sacrifice of our livelihoods and lives.

Thankfully, we’re not alone. Countless lost sinners throughout his-
tory provide examples of those who have accepted the gospel, lived 
the gospel, and shared the gospel in dangerous and even deadly times 
and places. In fact, according to Christian history, Paul himself never 
lost his zeal. He remained energized and shameless in his proclama-
tion of the good news. His lifelong evangelistic journey finally ended 
with his martyrdom in Rome. The words of his letter to the church in 
Rome stand as a memorial of Paul’s testimony and tenacity . . . and as 
a motivator for us today to accept, live, and share the gospel.
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