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INTRODUCING ROMANS




Romans is a kind of Christian manifesto of freedom through Jesus Christ. Freedom from the holy wrath of God upon all ungodliness. Freedom from alienation into reconciliation. Freedom from the condemnation of God’s law. Freedom from the fear of death. Freedom from ethnic conflict. Freedom to give ourselves to the loving service of God and others.


Paul was probably writing the Romans from Corinth during the three months he spent “in Greece” (Acts 20:2) just before sailing east. Paul was evidently apprehensive about his forthcoming visit to Jerusalem, where he was taking money that the Greek churches had contributed for the poverty-stricken Christians in Judea. For Paul this was a symbol of Jewish-Gentile solidarity in the body of Christ. He was urging the Roman Christians to join him in praying for his personal safety and that the Jewish Christians would accept his gift. Paul was also writing to let the Romans know that he was planning a visit to them after visiting Jerusalem.




GETTING TO KNOW THE ROMANS


A church had already come into being in Rome, perhaps through Jewish Christians who had returned home from Jerusalem after Pentecost (Acts 2:10). It was a mixed community consisting of both Jews and Gentiles, with Gentiles in the majority, and there was considerable conflict between these groups. This conflict was primarily not over ethnic issues but theology. The Jewish Christians were proud of their favored status before God and the Gentile Christians of their freedom from the law.










A MESSAGE FOR US


In his ministry of reconciliation between the Jews and the Gentiles, Paul develops two themes and interweaves them beautifully. The first is the justification of guilty sinners by God’s grace alone in Christ, irrespective of status or works. This is the most humbling and equaling of all Christian truths. The second is that the people of God are no longer defined by descent, circumcision, or culture but according to faith in Jesus. So “there is no difference” now between Jews and Gentiles (Romans 3:22).


The call to unity is just as relevant to us today as we continue to face tensions in the body of Christ over ethnicity and theology. May we hear and respond to God’s call to us in Romans.









SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY




	

1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.





	

2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the question that follows it. This is designed to help you get into the theme of the study.





	

3. The studies are written in an inductive format designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. Each study deals with a particular passage so that you can really delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.





	

4. Each study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where, and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions (also found in the “Apply” section) help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the study questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.





	

5. In the studies you will find some commentary notes designed to give help with complex verses by giving further biblical and cultural background and contextual information. The notes in the studies are not designed to answer the questions for you. They are to help you along as you learn to study the Bible for yourself. After you have worked through the questions and notes in the guide, you may want to read the accompanying commentary by John Stott in the Bible Speaks Today series. This will give you more information about the text.





	

6. Move to the “Apply” section. These questions will help you connect the key biblical themes to your own life. Putting the application into practice is one of the keys to growing in Christ.





	

7. Use the guidelines in the “Pray” section to focus on God, thanking him for what you have learned and praying about the applications that have come to mind.















SUGGESTIONS FOR MEMBERS OF A GROUP STUDY




	

1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.





	

2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, she or he will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.





	

3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses that are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate on equal ground and for in-depth study.





	

4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.





	

5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.





	

6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.





	

7. It will be helpful for groups to follow a few basic guidelines. These guidelines, which you may wish to adapt to your situation, should be read at the beginning of the first session.




	

Anything said in the group is considered confidential and will not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so. We will provide time for each person present to talk if he or she feels comfortable doing so.





	

We will talk about ourselves and our own situations, avoiding conversation about other people.





	

We will listen attentively to each other.





	

We will be very cautious about giving advice.











	

8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions for you at the back of the guide.
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GOSPEL POWER


ROMANS 1:1-17




What would it be like to live as a Christian in first-century Rome? You would be in the capital city of the world empire. The greatest sports, art, and politics are centered in your city. You can hear a dozen languages in your streets, and religions of all sorts blend in the stew. You have heard of Christianity from a Jew who was present at an incredible event some thirteen hundred miles away in Jerusalem when a room shook, fire appeared, people spoke in tongues, and everyone talked about a martyr named Jesus who had died as a criminal then came back to life. This Jewish convert who had become a Christian didn’t last long in Jerusalem, though. Not looking forward to martyrdom himself, he shipped off to the relative safety of Rome—and told his story: the story of Jesus. You believed. But what had you committed to? What is this new faith? A letter from the apostle Paul offers some answers.




OPEN




When and how did you first come in contact with the power of the gospel?

















STUDY


Read Romans 1:1-7. Letter-writing conventions vary from culture to culture. We address our correspondent first (“Dear Joan”) and identify ourselves only at the end (“Yours sincerely, John”). In the ancient world, however, the custom was to reverse the order, the writer announcing himself or herself first and the correspondent next (“John to Joan, greetings!”). Paul normally followed the convention of his day, but here he deviates from it by giving a much more elaborate description of himself than usual, in relation to the gospel.




1. What information about the gospel do you find in these verses?











2. Paul says in verse 6 that through the gospel we are “called to belong.” How have you experienced that sense of belonging?











3. In verse 5 Paul speaks of “obedience that comes from faith.” How are obedience and faith naturally connected?











4. Review verses 1-7. What do you learn about Paul?











about the Romans?









Summary: “God is the most important word in this epistle,” Leon Morris has written. “Romans is a book about God. No topic is treated with anything like the frequency of God. Everything Paul touches in this letter he relates to God. . . . There is nothing like it elsewhere” (The Epistle to the Romans [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1988], 40). So the Christian good news is the gospel of God. The apostles did not invent it; it was revealed and entrusted to them by God.




5. Read Romans 1:8-17. In what different ways does Paul express his affection for the Romans (vv. 8-15)?











6. What do these verses reveal about Paul’s relationship with God?











7. Paul knows about the reciprocal blessings of Christian fellowship, and although he is an apostle, he is not too proud to acknowledge his need for it. In verse 12 Paul says that he hopes that he and the Romans will be “mutually encouraged by each other’s faith.” Why is mutual encouragement valuable to Christians?











8. Focus on Paul’s declaration in verses 16-17. What do these verses reveal about the power of the gospel?











9. This passage uses important words like gospel, salvation, righteousness, and faith. How are these terms related to each other?











10. This section of Paul’s letter ends with the famous phrase “The righteous will live by faith.” In practical terms, what does this mean?









Summary: I once heard James Stewart of Edinburgh, in a sermon on this text, make the perceptive comment that “there’s no sense in declaring that you’re not ashamed of something unless you’ve been tempted to feel ashamed of it.” And without doubt Paul knew this temptation. How then did Paul (and how shall we) overcome the temptation to be ashamed of the gospel? He tells us. It is by remembering that the very same message, which some people despise for its weakness, is in fact the power of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes. How do we know this? In the long run, only because we have experienced its saving power in our own lives. Has God reconciled us to himself through Christ, forgiven our sins, made us his children, put his Spirit within us, begun to transform us, and introduced us into his new community? Then how can we possibly be ashamed of the gospel?









APPLY




What power have you seen the gospel exercise in your life? What power would you like it to have?











Paul says in verses 15-16, “I am so eager to preach. . . . I am not ashamed of the gospel.” What can you do that expresses a similar enthusiasm for Christ?
















PRAY


In verse 8 Paul says, “I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you.” Who can you thank God for and why? Take time right now to do that.
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