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GETTING THE


MOST OUT OF


ROMANS




Romans may be the most important letter you will ever read. It is Paul’s masterpiece, the clearest and fullest explanation of the gospel in the Bible. John Calvin said that “if a man understands it, he has a sure road opened for him to the understanding of the whole Scripture.” William Tyndale, the father of English Bible translators, believed that every Christian should learn it by heart. “The more it is studied,” he wrote, “the easier it is; the more it is chewed, the pleasanter it is” (prologue to Romans in his 1534 English New Testament).


But watch out! Those who study Romans are rarely the same afterward. For example, in the summer of AD 386 Augustine sat weeping in the garden of his friend Alypius. He wanted to begin a new life but lacked the strength to break with the old. Taking up a scroll of Romans, he read the words, “Put on the Lord Jesus Christ and make no provision for the flesh in regard to its lusts.” “No further would I read,” he tells us, “nor had I any need; instantly at the end of this sentence, a clear light flooded my heart and all the darkness of doubt vanished away.”1


In 1515 Martin Luther began to teach the book of Romans to his students. He wrote,




Night and day I pondered until . . . I grasped the truth that the righteousness of God is that righteousness whereby, through grace and sheer mercy, he justifies us by faith. Thereupon I felt myself to be reborn and to have gone through open doors into paradise. The whole scripture took on new meaning, and whereas before the ‘righteousness of God’ had filled me with hate, now it became to me inexpressibly sweet in greater love. This passage in Paul became to me a gateway to heaven.





Two years later he nailed his ninety-five theses on the door of the castle church in Wittenberg, and the Protestant Reformation began!


The evening of May 24, 1738, John Wesley “went very unwillingly to a society in Aldersgate Street, where one was reading Luther’s preface to the Epistle to the Romans. About a quarter before nine,” he wrote in his journal, “while he was describing the change which God works in the heart through faith in Christ, 1 felt my heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, Christ alone, for my salvation; and an assurance was given me that he had taken my sins away, even mine; and saved me from the law of sin and death.” This event in Wesley’s life helped to launch the great evangelical revival of the eighteenth century.


We need to grasp the message of Romans in our day as well. Many are preaching a gospel which lacks clarity and substance. People are told to “invite Jesus into their heart” or simply to “follow Christ” without understanding the meaning of his death and resurrection.


We cannot correct this problem merely by memorizing gospel outlines or canned presentations. We need to immerse ourselves in Scripture through diligent study and thoughtful reflection. Only when the gospel grips us as it did Augustine, Luther and Wesley will we realize why “it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes” (Romans 1:16).


Romans is different from most of Paul’s other letters. He did not found the church in Rome; in fact, he had never even been there. It has been suggested that the church in Rome was founded by some of those who were present on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:10). However, Paul had met some of the Christians in Rome, such as Priscilla and Aquila (Romans 16), during his missionary journeys to other cities.


Other letters were written primarily to address specific problems within the churches. Romans seems relatively free of problems, although there is some evidence of a conflict between the Jewish and Gentile Christians in the church. The main problem the Romans faced was that they had never met the apostle Paul. Therefore, he felt a need to fully explain to them in a letter what he normally would have said in person.


Paul probably wrote Romans between AD 57–58 while he was at Corinth in the home of his friend and convert Gaius. He planned to go first to Jerusalem to deliver a gift of money from the Gentile churches to the poor in Jerusalem. Then he hoped to visit Rome on his way to Spain. His hopes were later realized, but not as he had expected. When he finally arrived in Rome in early AD 60, he was a prisoner under house arrest (Acts 28:11-31).


As you study Paul’s letter, may you be encouraged and challenged by the new life and the new lifestyle we have in Christ!




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 personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. If you are studying a book, it will be helpful to read through the entire book prior to the first study. 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. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The 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 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 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. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









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, he or she 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 which 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 in in-depth study on equal ground.


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. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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GOOD NEWS FROM GOD


Romans 1:1-17




I’m engaged!”


“I got a raise!”


“My wife’s having a baby!”


What is our immediate response to good news? We tell others! We feel we will burst unless we share our joy with those around us. According to tradition, when the great mathematician Archimedes discovered his principle of hydrostatics, he jumped out of the public bath and ran through the streets naked, shouting, “I found it! I found it!”


Group Discussion. Why is it so difficult to keep good news to ourselves?


Personal Reflection. Think of some good news you’ve heard recently. How did you respond when you heard it, and why?






Paul felt excited about the gospel, the good news about Jesus Christ. As we read these opening verses in his letter to the Romans, we find his excitement is contagious. Read Romans 1:1-17.




1. Imagine that verses 1 and 5 are the only information you possess about Paul. Describe everything you would know about him.











2. In verses 1-5 Paul gives a summary of the gospel for which he had been set apart. What do we learn about the gospel from these verses?











3. What do verses 8-13 reveal about Paul’s attitude toward the Romans?











Why do you think he was so encouraged and motivated?











4. Because he was an apostle (“one who is sent”), Paul felt obligated to preach the gospel to everyone (v. 14). Whom do you have the greatest opportunity of reaching with the gospel?











5. What steps can you take to reach them?











6. Paul says we can be eager to preach the gospel or be ashamed of it (vv. 15-16). What might lead us to adopt one attitude or the other?











7. In verse 16 Paul describes the gospel as “the power of God” for salvation. How have you seen this power demonstrated in your life or the lives of others?











8. Martin Luther wrote that verse 17 became to him “a gateway to heaven.” What’s so significant about the ideas in this verse?











9. What do you think it means to “live by faith” (v. 17)?











10. In what areas do you struggle to live by faith?













[image: Illustration]Pray that God will use Romans to give you Paul’s attitude toward the gospel and toward those who need its message.










NOW OR LATER


Many excellent commentaries have been written on Romans. Two I would highly recommend are F. F. Bruce’s The Letter of Paul to the Romans, in the Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1963) and John Stott’s preliminary essay to his commentary Romans: God’s Good News for the World (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1994). They both are clearly written and full of insights. Take time this week to visit a local Christian bookstore or library and consider using one of these commentaries as you seek to study Romans in the next few weeks. It’s best to do each study on your own first, and then compare what you discovered with what other writers have found.
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THE WRATH OF GOD


Romans 1:18-32




During World War II, German pastor Helmut Thielicke was asked to give religious instruction to twenty schoolboys who were manning an antiaircraft battery. When he arrived on one occasion, he found that a father visiting one of the boys was killed during a low-level attack. Thielicke writes, “The youngsters—for that’s all they were—crowded around me deeply shocked, almost like chicks around a hen. They were completely broken up and they looked to someone older for protection from a world whose dark enigma had suddenly leaped upon them for the first time.” As the pastor walked home in the moonlight, he passed through a quiet valley filled with flowering trees shimmering in the soft light. He was so struck by the contrast between this peaceful scene and the one he had just left that he said,
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