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GOD’S GOSPEL 
AN INTRODUCTION TO THE BOOK OF ROMANS 

 
I am rarely at a loss for words.  Preachers usually have something to say about most everything.  And 

my personality is that I generally have an opinion about everything, and I often want to express that 

opinion.  I frequently have to force myself not to say something and too frequently I have had to ask 

forgiveness for ungodly motives in my talkativeness.   

 

Occasionally — very occasionally — I find myself stumped for something to say, or for the right thing 

to say.  When the girls were born, I’m sure I said something, but I do remember being overwhelmed by 

the wonder of their births.  And since this is Mother’s Day, I might tell you about my wife, the mother 

of my children.  I could describe to you her physical beauty — the tenderness of her hands and the 

warmth of her smile and the charm of her eyes.  Or I could tell you of her character and godliness that 

is regularly and encouragement and exhortation to me — her joy in giving things away, her quickness 

to serve others, her humility in not wanting attention (like what I’m doing now), her wisdom in 

parenting and counseling.  But in reality, there is so much to tell you about her that I am stumped if I 

have to condense it down to some one aspect of her.  Why am I attracted to her?  Because she’s Raye 

Jeanne and she’s my wife! 

 

That’s a little of how I feel this morning as I approach my message, because today I get to say some 

words for the first time that I’ve been anticipating for about a year — open your Bibles to Romans 

chapter one.  And now what should I say about this magnificent book?  Yes, I have already spent many 

hours reading and studying this book, and reading books about this book.  I have compiled a document 

of over 16,000 words on the background to this book (over 60 double-spaced pages worth of material), 

so I have something to say about what is in this book.   

 

And yet the closer I’ve gotten to Romans the more overwhelmed I’ve felt about teaching this book — 

all Scripture is inspired by God, yet this book stands as somewhat unique among the biblical books.  It 

is not “more inspired,” but it is a giant among the other biblical writings — a “Mount Everest,” John 

Piper has said.  He has also called it, “the greatest letter ever written.”  One of my favorite 

commentators said that Romans is “the Cathedral of the Christian faith.”   

 

Luther said of this letter,  

 

This letter is truly the most important piece in the New Testament. It is purest Gospel. It is well 

worth a Christian’s while not only to memorize it word for word but also to occupy himself with it daily, 

as though it were the daily bread of the soul. It is impossible to read or to meditate on this letter too much 
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or too well. The more one deals with it, the more precious it becomes and the better it tastes.  

 

And in the prologue to this letter in his final translation of the New Testament, William Tyndale said of 

this letter:   

 

I think it [essential] that every Christian man not only know it, by rote and without the book, but also 

exercise himself therein evermore continually, as with the daily bread of the soul. No man verily can 

read it too oft, or study it too well, for the more it is studied, the easier it is, the more it is chewed, the 

pleasanter it is, and the more groundly it is searched, the preciouser things are found in it, so great 

treasure of spiritual things lieth hid therein. 

 

So what shall we say about this book?  How about, “Let’s get started!” 

 

This morning, rather than beginning with Romans 1:1, I want to give you the big picture of the book —  

 What was significant about the church in Rome and  

 Why did Paul write them and  

 What is unique about this letter and  

 What is this letter about? 

 

Let me answer the last question first, and then come back to it again at the end of the message.  This 

statement will not only shape the direction of this message, but it will also shape the direction of our 

study of this book over the next months years. 

 

ROMANS IS ABOUT THE GOSPEL, WHICH IS THE POWER OF GOD FOR SALVATION (AND SANCTIFICATION)  

TO ALL (BOTH JEWS AND GENTILES) WHO BELIEVE (1:16). 

 

And here are four questions to shape our understanding about this book: 

 

1. What Was the Church in Rome Like?  The RECIPIENTS of the Letter 

2. Why Did Paul Write Romans?  The PURPOSE of the Letter 

3. What is Unique About Romans?  The CHARACTERISTICS of the Letter 

4. What is Romans About?  The THEME of the Letter 
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ROMANS IS ABOUT THE GOSPEL, WHICH IS THE POWER OF GOD FOR SALVATION (AND SANCTIFICATION) 

TO ALL (BOTH JEWS AND GENTILES) WHO BELIEVE (1:16). 

 

1. What Was the Church in Rome Like?  The RECIPIENTS of the Letter 

 

• The Roman culture 

 “Rome was the largest and most important city in the world at that time.…All roads ran to and 

from Rome.  The influence of Rome was upon all men.” [Hiebert, 164.] 

 Rome was about 15 miles from the Mediterranean Sea, on the left bank of the Tiber River.  The 

city was founded in 753 B.C. as a small village, but by the time of the NT, the population had 

grown to between 1.2 and 2 million people though an inscription discovered in 1941 suggests 

that the population of Rome in 14 A.D. was 4.1 million people.  Regardless of the exact 

population, Rome was the most significant city in that portion of the world. 

 Beyond the city itself, it is noted that at the time of Christ perhaps 100 million people inhabited 

the Roman Empire, an empire that stretched to Great Britain in the west, modern Germany to 

the north, modern Iran to the east, and hundreds of miles down the Nile in Egypt to the south.  

“Few empires at any time in world history have rivaled its size, might, and splendor.” [Elwell & 

Yarbrough, 276.]  Yet with this massive population, 

 

Luxury and squalor, wealth and want existed side by side.  The institution of slavery cast its baneful 

influence over the whole.  Physical toil was despised and deemed fit only for slaves.  Manufacturing and 

trade were considered the business of the slave and the foreigner.  Only somewhat over half of the 

population were free citizens [something that will be particularly relevant in chs. 6-8].  Of these a 

comparatively small number were wealthy, while the vast majority were poor and lived on public or 

private charity.  These pauper citizens were proud of their Roman citizenship and disdained the 

degradation of manual labor. “They cared for nothing beyond bread for the day, the games of the 

Circus, and the savage delight of gladiatorial shows.” [Hiebert, 165.] 

 

 Because of the conquests of the Roman army and empire, there was fabulous wealth in the city 

(though it was not enjoyed by the majority of individuals), revealed by the number of large and 

impressive buildings in Rome.  

 And because Rome was the center of the Roman Empire, people came from many other 

countries, and with them came their religions.  Rome was generally welcoming of all these other 

religions.  Prior to the first century the dominant religion of Rome was polytheism, but in the 

first century that began to be rejected and there were significant number of sympathizers for and 

converts to the monotheism of Judaism.   
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 “Here as elsewhere in the Empire these ‘God-fearers’ furnished fertile ground for the spread of 

Christianity.” [Hiebert] 

 

• The Roman church  

 We know that Paul did not found the Roman church (1:10, 13; 15:22).  So how did it begin? 

➢ One dominant theory is that Peter founded the church (this comes predominantly from RC).  

Those who believe Peter founded the church say that he went there in 42 A.D. and remained 

there for 25 years.  However, it is clear from Acts 15 (the Jerusalem counsel) that in 49 A.D. 

Peter was still in Jerusalem.  And if Peter had been in Rome, Paul would certainly have 

addressed him in his final greetings in chapter 16 (which he didn’t do).  Today even many 

RC scholars agree that Peter could not have founded the church there. 

➢ So how did the church begin?  We don’t know with certainty, but the most likely idea is that 

a number of believers moved from Jerusalem and Asia Minor to Rome after coming to faith.  

Perhaps they were drawn by the opportunities available in the large city, or for business 

reasons, or even for the purpose of establishing a church.  And while Paul was not part of 

that group, he obviously knows so many individuals in the church (ch. 16), so it is likely that 

many of the converts who began the Roman church had come to Christ either through the 

direct ministry of Paul or through churches established by him on his travels. 

➢ Regardless of who founded the church in Rome, it is clear from Paul’s letter that the church 

had already been in existence for some time as he had, “for many years a longing to come to 

you” (15:23), and “I often I have planned to come to you…” (1:13), and the faith of the 

Roman church “is being proclaimed throughout the whole world” (1:8). [Harrison, 300.]  So 

this is a mature and stable church by the time Paul writes the letter. 

 We also need to consider the racial makeup of the church.   

➢ We know that there were many Jews in Rome in the first century.  They went there when 

Pompey took them captive as slaves after he overtook Jerusalem in 63 B.C.  However, the 

emperor Claudius expelled the Jews with at least one and perhaps two deportations 

beginning in 49 A.D. (e.g., Aquila and Priscilla, Acts 18:2).  When Claudius died and Nero 

became Caesar in A.D. 54, many Jewish believers returned. In fact, so many came back that 

there were at least 11 synagogues in Rome.   

➢ When the Jewish believers gradually returned, they came back to a church that was then 

primarily composed of Gentiles.  So the question is raised, was Paul writing to the Jews or 

the Gentiles?  The unity of the church is obviously a question because Paul spends three 

chapters discussing the relationship between Jews and Gentiles (chs. 9-11).  At various 

places in the book, it appears that Paul is speaking to Jews and then in other places to 

Gentiles.   
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➢ So to whom was Paul primarily writing?  At minimum, it can be said that there was a large 

enough contingent of both Jews and Gentiles in this letter to make addressing both of them 

significant.  He is writing in a way that addresses both groups in like manner: 

 
“…the author of Romans is not mainly interested in the question of whether there were more Jews or 

more Gentiles among those whom he was addressing.  His emphasis is on the fact that both Jew and 

Gentile are by nature “under sin” (Rom. 3:9); in other words, that “all have sinned and fall short of the 

glory of God” (3:23); that the way of salvation through faith in Christ is open to all (3:24); that 

Abraham is the father of all that believe (4:11, 12); and that for all who are in Christ Jesus there is no 

condemnation (8:1f.).  We may talk about Jew versus Gentile.  Romans stresses the idea of unity.” 

[Hendriksen, Romans 1-8, 23.] 

 

 So this letter is written to a mature church with a varied cultural backgrounds, ministering in a 

culture that has extremes of wealth and poverty, is interested in entertainment, and values 

leisure and pragmatism.  In those ways it sounds much like our own church and world. 

 

 

2. Why Did Paul Write Romans?  The PURPOSE of the Letter 

 

• Paul clearly identifies himself as the author of this letter (1:1), and there are no disputes about that.  

But who was Paul?  That’s a question we’ll discuss more next week, but for now, remember that —   

 Paul was a Jew and yet his primary ministry was to Gentiles (Acts 9:15).  That’s important to 

remember as this letter was written to a church comprised of both Jews and Gentiles. 

 And while a Jew, Paul was also born as a Roman citizen (Acts 22:28).  That also gave him 

credibility with both the Jews and Gentiles in this church. 

 He had been on multiple missionary journeys and the church was well grounded in several 

regions — evangelism in Galatia, Asia, Macedonia, and Achaia was now complete, since “from 

Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum” (approximately modern Albania), he had fully 

preached the gospel (15:19b). 

• So Paul intended to go to Spain and desired Rome to be the base for his westward ministry. 

 Paul’s base of operations for his early missionary endeavors was Antioch, but now he needed to 

change his base because Antioch was too far to the east to support his westward ventures.  And 

Rome was evidently his new desired base for ministry. 

 So while in Corinth on his third journey, Paul wrote this letter to tell the Roman church about 

his desired ministry in Spain and to seek their help in the venture (15:24-29). 

➢ He wanted to be helped on his way there — meaning financial provision (v. 24), just as 

Macedonia and Achaia helped the Jerusalem church (vv. 26-27) 
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➢ He also wanted to come for fellowship — enjoyed your company for a while (v. 24) — 

likely to affirm their unity on key truths and doctrines (15:15; 1:11; cf. also v. 29 — the 

fulness of the blessing of Christ). 

 Paul needed introduction to this church because he had not visited there previously and had not 

been instrumental in its founding.  He wanted them to be his base for ministry, but since they 

didn’t know him, could they trust him in his efforts?  So Romans is an introduction of Paul as an 

apostle. He explained the gospel he preached and taught so that believers in Rome would have 

complete confidence in his authority as he carried the gospel westward in a new missionary 

endeavor. 

 

 

3. What is Unique About Romans?  The CHARACTERISTICS of the Letter 

 

• Paul’s use of the OT 

 There are 63 direct OT quotations in this letter — 20% of all the OT quotations in the NT. 

 There are more OT quotations in this one letter than all Paul’s other letters combined. 

 And there are more quotations in this one letter than all the general epistles (letters written by 

authors other than Paul). 

 Why does Paul use so many OT quotations? 

➢ More than half the quotations (33) are in chs. 9-11 where he explains the relationship of Jews 

and Gentiles in the eternal plan of God, so it is natural that he would quote extensively from 

the OT to help them both understand that what he’s writing is rooted in God’s purposes. 

➢ Paul is also explaining his understanding of the gospel, so in leaning so heavily on the OT, it 

is a way of emphasizing that his teaching is not new, but it is rooted in what God has 

previously revealed.  E.g., “it is written, ‘but the righteous man will live by faith’” (1:17; 

Hab. 2:4) is not introducing a new kind of salvation but reiterating a means of salvation that 

has always been God’s plan. 

• Key words (a concordance is a key tool to understanding the Scriptures) 

 sin (60x) 

 righteousness (64x) 

 faith (61x) 

 live/life (37x) 

 slave/slavery (18x) 

 death/die/put to death (43x) 

 flesh (28x) 

 judge/judgment (26x) 

 grace (38x) 

 Romans doesn’t reveal “new” truths — it is a “massive treatment of great themes…which are 

right at the heart of the Christian faith.” [Morris] And that is why so many love this book — it is 

the deep, concentrated explanation of what is most essential to life in Christ.  



  page 7 / 8 

• Key theology — Romans is not a theological textbook — it is not a survey of all of Paul’s theology 

(there is very little about the church or end times or the Bible itself).  But it is a survey of the 

theological truths that relate to the gospel and salvation.  

 Some have said that, “a well-articulated Christology is not present in Romans.”  That may be 

true, but Christ is all through this book because Christ is central to the gospel. 

➢ 5:6-11 — the death of Christ 

➢ 5:15-17, 20-21 — the federal headship of Christ over believers 

➢ 6:1-11 — the resurrection of Christ and baptism into Christ 

➢ 13:14 — putting on the Lord Jesus Christ as a means of defeating the flesh 

➢ Because there is no gospel without Christ, this book about the gospel has Christ all in it. 

 This book is about sin, salvation, and sanctification (which I’ll talk about momentarily).  These 

are all essential aspects of the gospel. 

 This book is about God.  It might be the most God-centered book in the Bible.  The name God 

appears 153x in the book, once every 46 words (every 2.8 verses).  “Paul writes on a number of 

topics, but everything is related to God.…Romans may truly be described in a way that no other 

book can be, as a book about God.” [Morris]  In this book we find —  

➢ The wrath of God and the judgment of God (1:18, 24ff; 9:22ff; 12:19-21; 3:6). 

➢ The wrath of God must exist because God is righteous (1:17; 3:5, 25-26; 6:13; 10:3). 

➢ The kindness, mercy, grace, and patience of God.  Someone asked me, “how are you going 

to keep from overly discouraging the people in chapters 1-3?”  There is freedom from 

despair when we talk about sin because of God’s grace (2:4; 3:25; 9:16, 22; 11:22; 12:1).  In 

Romans the difficult truths of God are regularly balanced by the gracious truths about God. 

➢ The glory and magnificence of God (1:5, 23; 3:7, 23; 4:20; 5:2; 11:33-36; 15:7).  And 

because God is glorious, He is worthy of receiving glory from us (15:6, 9; 16:27). 

➢ There is more (much more!), but for now, just realize that —  

 

“Paul was a God-intoxicated man, and he spoke constantly about the One who was central in his 

thinking. Everything he dealt with he related to God. He taught that God is sovereign over life in all of 

its aspects, so that there is no part of our experience of which we can say that God is irrelevant to 

that.…Wherever he looks, Paul sees God.” [Leon Morris, New Testament Theology] 

 

• So why study Romans?  Because in Romans we will have our understanding of God expanded and 

the more we understand God, the more we will be able to love and worship Him in Spirit and truth. 
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4. What is Romans About?  The THEME of the Letter 

 

• Romans in five words: 

 Sin (chs. 1-3) — before anyone is saved, he must first be lost (understand that he is lost).  So 

Paul’s gospel begins with an understanding of man’s lostness —  

➢ the ungodly are lost (1:18, 32) 

➢ the Jews (who are depending on their own righteousness and think they aren’t lost) are lost 

(2:17ff, 25). 

➢ all men everywhere (without Christ) are lost and under God’s wrath (3:10ff, 23). 

 Salvation (3:21 – 5:21) — if all men are lost, what is their hope?  Their hope is the gospel that 

comes through the justifying work of Christ.  Man, who is unrighteous, is declared to be 

righteous because of Christ’s death (3:24-26).   

 Sanctification (chs. 6-8) — not only does God save men from His wrath, but He changes them.  

This is our life and hope (6:10-11; 8:13).  This section is the heart of the book; God’s plan and 

Christ’s death were for the purpose of changing us to be like Christ (8:28-29).  If you are not a 

Christian (a lover and follower of Christ), this is why you must become a Christian.  No matter 

how much you do or try, you cannot change yourself.  There is no “self-improvement plan” that 

will ultimately work.  But God can change you (6:22).  So confess your sin (turn away from it), 

ask God to change you, and cultivate your love for Christ, and you will live! 

 Sovereignty (chs. 9-11) — how God works salvation in individuals, and how He works it in the 

church to accomplish His eternal plan for both Israel and the church (9:15; 11:25ff). 

 Service (chs. 12-16) — Because we have been saved by the gospel, we are liberated to serve 

Christ in His church (which is why Paul begins with spiritual gifts in chapter 12 and speaks of 

the relationships in the church body in the second half of that chapter).  And while you might 

puzzle about what to do about all those names in chapter 16, see them as an expression of Paul’s 

joy in the church and the people in the church. 

• Romans in one sentence:  Romans is about the gospel, which is the power of God for salvation (and 

sanctification) to all (both Jew and Gentile) who believe (1:16). 

 

 

CONCLUSION:  Romans is about the gospel and God who gave us the gospel.  So Luther’s words as 

we begin this study are appropriate for us to remember: 

 

“[Romans] is worthy not only that every Christian should know it word for word, by heart, but occupy 

himself with it every day, as the daily bread of the soul.  It can never be read or pondered too much, and 

the more it is dealt with the more precious it becomes, and the better it tastes.” 


