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It is certainly true that all and every por-
tion of Scripture is vitally important. 
Given what Scripture is, namely, God’s 
own breathed-out Word through the 
agency of human authors (see, e.g., 2 
Tim 3:16-17; 2 Pet 1:20-21), we are not at 
liberty to create a canon within a canon. 
All Scripture, including for instance the 
census accounts of Numbers, the genea-
logical lists of the OT and NT, and other 
seemingly mundane parts of Scripture 
are God-given. Thus, they are crucial for 
our understanding of God’s saving plan 
in Christ, instruction, and edifi cation. In 
fact, as God’s Word, Scripture alone serves 
as our foundation and final authority 
in every area of our thinking, behavior, 
and outlook. Scripture alone, precisely 
because it is Scripture, must captivate our 
thinking and imaginations and lead us to 
the Lord himself. All of Scripture must be 
read, studied, preached, prayed over, and 
applied to our lives. Scripture is, as John 
Calvin so beautifully portrayed it, our 
spectacles by which we look at, view, and 
understand our world and rightly think 
of our great God and Savior. For Christian 
theology, discerning the whole counsel of 
God requires listening attentively to the 
canon of Scripture as a whole. 

However, with that said, this is not to 
deny that certain portions of the canon, or 
specifi c books of Scripture have exerted 
more of an infl uence upon the thinking, 
practice, and theology of the church 
throughout the ages. In this regard, 
some people have compared the diverse 

books of the canon to instruments in a 
symphony orchestra: some instruments 
may be more prominent than others, 
but each one contributes to the harmony 
of the whole. In a similar fashion, every 
book of the canon is important for us, but 
certain books play an even greater role in 
our understanding of the gospel and our 
formulation of Christian doctrine. 

In the history of the church, prob-
ably few would disagree that one of the 
most infl uential and signifi cant books of 
Scripture has been Paul’s Epistle to the 
Romans. One cannot help but think of 
the incredible infl uence Romans had on 
the thinking of Martin Luther, which 
helped spark the Protestant Reformation, 
or its infl uence on John Wesley, which 
was instrumental to his understanding 
of the gospel, or even its infl uence on 
the Swiss neo-orthodox theologian, Karl 
Barth, who, by reading Romans, turned 
from his classical liberalism to discover, 
in his own words: “the strange new world 
within the Bible.” Undeniably, the Epistle 
to the Romans has played a huge role 
in the thinking, practice, and life of the 
church.

Romans was probably written from 
Corinth near the end of Paul’s third mis-
sionary journey (ca 57 A.D. [Acts 20:3; cf. 
Rom 16:1-2; 16:23 with 1 Cor 1:14]). Even 
though Paul was not the founder of the 
church (1:10, 13; 15:22) nor had he ever 
visited Rome, it is clear from the open-
ing verses that it was his intent to do so 
(1:8-15), probably to then use Rome as a 
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springboard to further missionary work 
in Spain (15:23-28). In terms of the content 
of the letter, even though Paul treats a 
number of crucial issues and topics, it 
is probably not illegitimate to say that 
its major unifying theme is the gospel 
of our Lord Jesus Christ and all of its 
implications for our lives. No doubt, in 
common with other letters, Romans is an 
occasional letter that addresses a specifi c 
people and specifi c problems. However, 
given its subject matter—“the gospel”—it 
is also fair to acknowledge that Romans, 
as a letter, is in some sense timeless. It 
unpacks the relationship between the 
OT and the NT. It discusses such themes 
as the problem and nature of human sin 
and depravity, the righteousness of God 
alongside the wrath and grace of God, 
salvation found in Christ alone, justifi ca-
tion by grace through faith, and the hope 
and security of the gospel. It considers 
the relationship of law to gospel, Israel 
to church, promise to fulfi llment, divine 
election, and so on. Romans is a book that 
is foundational in the understanding and 
construction of a Christian theology. As in 
ages past, in every generation, Paul’s let-
ter to the Romans is must reading, and it 
demands our thorough study and prayer-
ful application of its truths to our lives. 

In this edition of SBJT, our aim is to 
do precisely that. Our seven contributors 
take various aspects of Romans with the 
one goal of helping us better understand, 
interpret, and apply the message of the 
letter to our lives. The fi rst two essays 
written by John Polhill and Ben Merkle 
introduce us to the setting, context, and 
theology of the letter. They provide excel-
lent overviews of the letter that allow us to 
understand and interpret it correctly. The 
next four essays unpack various themes 
and emphases in the book. Ardel Caneday 

carefully thinks through Paul’s argument 
in Romans 1-3 by showing important 
biblical-theological connections between 
Adam and Israel. Robert Yarbrough 
develops an often-neglected aspect of 
the book, namely, its eschatology, and he 
argues convincingly that eschatology not 
only pervades the letter and, thus, helps 
explain key elements of it, but also that 
this same eschatological outlook must 
captivate our thinking and lives today 
if we are going to be faithful servants of 
the Lord to our generation. Douglas Moo 
and Mark Seifrid refl ect more specifi cally 
on Paul’s use of the OT. Moo nicely lays 
out Paul’s universalizing hermeneutic by 
which he legitimately reads the OT and 
sees the inclusion of the Gentiles into 
God’s saving purposes in Christ. Seifrid, 
in his essay, continues to think through 
Paul’s use of the OT by unpacking what 
is behind his “gospel hermeneutic.” Both 
essays help us to understand better how 
Romans contributes to an entire canonical 
theology centered in the person and work 
of our Lord Jesus Christ. Finally, Thomas 
Schreiner provides an excellent example 
of how to preach from Romans by giving 
us a sermon from Rom 13:8-10. 

As a result of your reading this edition 
of SBJT, it is our prayer that all of us will 
become better readers, hearers, and doers 
of God’s Word, especially as we study 
Romans together.
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Introduction
Perhaps the most discussed issue in 
Romans scholarship is whether it should 
be understood as an occasional epistle 
or as a theological treatise.1 Did Paul 
design his epistle as an introduction to 
his primary doctrinal convictions for this 
church that he had never visited, or is his 
letter treating specifi c issues within the 
congregation that he knew needed to be 
addressed? One probably should not draw 
the lines too sharply. Much of the epistle 
deals with theological concerns, although 
it is scarcely a “systematic theology.” 
One must turn to other of Paul’s epistles 
for more thorough treatment of some 
important doctrines such as Christology 
and ecclesiology. On the other hand, some 
portions of the epistle focus on matters of 
a more occasional nature, especially the 
fi nal three chapters. By design this article 
concerns primarily issues of the occasion 
for the letter in an attempt to place it 
within the total context of Paul’s ministry. 
In a sense it could be entitled “a tale of 
three cities,” as the epistle involves three 
distinct locales: Corinth, from which Paul 
was writing; Jerusalem, to which Paul 
was preparing to travel soon; and Rome, 
which was Paul’s ultimate destination.

Place and Time of Writing
All the evidence indicates that Paul 

wrote the Roman epistle from Corinth 
toward the end of his third missionary 
journey. The date would have been the 
winter of A.D. 56-57. Paul had established 

the work in Corinth at the end of his 
second missionary journey, at that time 
spending eighteen or more months there 
(Acts 18:1-18). The relationship between 
Paul and Corinth seems to have deterio-
rated during the course of his third mis-
sion, which was mainly spent in Ephesus. 
He seems to have made a brief second visit 
to Corinth at this time, probably going by 
sea to Corinth from Ephesus and back. 
Acts does not mention this visit, but Paul 
implied its existence in his second letter 
to Corinth, where he spoke of a “painful” 
visit with them (2 Cor 2:1) and of his plans 
to visit them a “third time” (2 Cor 13:1). 
The third visit to Corinth would be this 
fi nal stay when he wrote Romans. That it 
took place at all is indicative that Paul and 
the church had overcome their differences 
and the church had become reconciled to 
Paul’s leadership. The fi rst seven chapters 
of 2 Corinthians seem to indicate that this 
reconciliation had taken place (especially 
7:2-16). This fi nal visit is mentioned briefl y 
in Acts 20:1-3, where Paul referred to 
Corinth as “Greece” (Hellas). The fact that 
it lasted three months probably indicates 
the winter months. Paul was planning to 
travel to Palestine with a collection for the 
Jewish Christians of Jerusalem and was 
waiting for the favorable sailing condi-
tions the spring would bring.

The Collection2

Acts 20:1-4 does not mention Paul’s 
collection for Jerusalem, but it is implicit 
in the reference to the various leaders of 
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Paul’s Gentile churches who are men-
tioned in verses 3 and 4. They were the 
offi cial church representatives who had 
been chosen to accompany Paul to Pal-
estine (in Roman “Syria”) with the offer-
ing for Jerusalem. Though Acts does not 
explicitly refer to this collection, Paul did 
so, mentioning it in every letter written 
during the course of his third mission.

The collection seems to have been a 
pet project of Paul. He may well have 
conceived it as a result of the Jerusalem 
Conference (Acts 15), where the Jeru-
salem church formally recognized the 
legitimacy of Paul’s “Torah-free” Gentile 
mission. Galatians 2:10, which probably 
refers to that conference, says that the 
leaders of the mission to the Jews (James, 
Peter, and John) asked Paul at that time 
“to remember the poor.” Paul added that 
he was eager to do so. The term “poor” 
was often used to refer to the Jewish 
Christians, and this is likely the meaning 
here. It became the seed for Paul’s col-
lection for the Jewish Christians. Paul’s 
“circumcision-free” Gentile mission had 
caused tension with the more conserva-
tive elements among the Jewish Chris-
tians and had prompted the Jerusalem 
Conference (Acts 15:1-5). Paul probably 
saw the request to “remember the poor” 
as an opportunity to express in a tangible 
manner the unity of his Gentile converts 
with their Jewish brothers and sisters in 
Christ. As he put it himself, it was a means 
by which through their material sharing 
they could in some way repay the Jewish 
Christians for sharing their own spiritual 
blessings (Rom 15:27).

Paul mentioned the collection in both 
Corinthian letters. At the conclusion of 
1 Corinthians, he urged the Corinthians 
to contribute to the collection.3 He men-
tioned the offi cial representatives of the 

church who would accompany the col-
lection to Jerusalem but at that time was 
not sure whether he would accompany 
them (1 Cor 16:1-4). In 2 Corinthians, 
written only months later, Paul devoted 
two whole chapters to the collection (2 
Cor 8-9). Evidently the Corinthians had 
not taken the collection to heart, and Paul 
had to persuade them to carry through 
on their pledge to support the venture.4 
He sought to prompt them by informing 
them of the generosity of other churches 
(2 Cor 8:1-5) and then by reminding 
them how he had boasted to these same 
churches of how eager Corinth had been 
to participate in the collection (2 Cor 9:3). 
He had possibly been accused of having 
selfi sh motives in making the collection, 
so he took pains to insure the integrity of 
the offering by having it administered by 
offi cial representatives appointed by the 
churches (8:16-24). As we have seen, Paul 
wrote Romans during his final three-
month stay in Corinth at the end of his 
third mission. This visit was largely pre-
occupied with the fi nal arrangements for 
the collection, and the collection played a 
major role in Paul’s plans to visit Rome. 

The Occasion for the Letter 
(Rom 15:14-33)

Whatever position one takes in the 
“Romans debate” one unmistakable 
“occasional” note is found in Rom 15:14-33, 
where Paul expressed his plans to visit 
the Roman Christians and his reason for 
temporarily delaying that venture. The 
passage falls naturally into two parts: 
vv. 14-24 treat Paul’s view of his apostolic 
calling and his desire to minister to the 
Roman Christians, while vv. 25-33 relate 
his reason for delaying his coming to 
Rome.
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Paul’s Plans (15:14-24)
As Paul approached the subject of his 

plans to come to Rome, he was somewhat 
diplomatic and commended the Romans 
for their “goodness” and “knowledge” 
and ability to “instruct” one another. He 
did not want to leave any impression that 
his motive in coming was to “set them 
straight.” He had already expressed his 
desire to come to Rome at the beginning 
of the letter (Rom 1:9-15). There he spoke 
of wanting to share a “spiritual gift” (cha-

risma) with the Romans (1:11). Realizing 
how that could be construed as presump-
tion, Paul quickly adjusted his remark by 
stating that what he sought was mutual 
encouragement—he toward the Romans 
and they toward him (1:12). Still, Paul 
desired to carry on his ministry in Rome. 
He was the apostle to the Gentiles (ethnē, 
1:5), and as such wished to harvest some 
fruit among the Gentiles in Rome, just as 
he had elsewhere (1:13).

As Paul continued his conclusion he 
sought to justify the “boldness” with 
which he had set forth his convictions 
in the Roman letter. He was an apostle, 
called to minister to the Gentiles, offer-
ing them up like a priest making an 
offering to God, sanctifi ed by the Spirit 
(15:15-16). He felt justifi ed in boasting of 
his work accomplished among the Gen-
tiles, for it was not his own work but that 
of Christ working through him, a work 
that brought the Gentiles to obedience 
in Christ, not just in word but in deed as 
well (15:17-18). The divine origin of his 
ministry had been verifi ed by the accom-
paniment of miraculous activity through 
the presence of the Spirit (15:19a). Indeed, 
to this point, Paul’s ministry had covered 
a large portion of the east, all the way from 
Jerusalem to Illyricum (15:19b). This was 
roughly the area covered by Paul’s three 

missionary journeys in Acts. In fact, it was 
somewhat larger than the area mentioned 
in Acts, since Illyricum was a Roman 
territory along the Adriatic Sea and was 
signifi cantly northwest of the Macedonian 
cities where Acts shows Paul ministering. 
This is a reminder that Acts is selective 
rather than totally comprehensive in treat-
ing Paul’s ministry. It is not impossible 
that Paul himself ministered in Illyricum, 
but more likely that co-workers or repre-
sentatives of the Macedonian churches 
had done so. Paul would have considered 
this an extension of his own ministry. In 
any event, the Jerusalem-Illyricum arc 
covered an enormous land mass, an area 
estimated as covering some three hun-
dred thousand square miles.5

In verse 20 Paul reached the fi nal con-
clusion to which he had been driving since 
verse 14: he was a pioneer missionary; it 
was his aim to preach the gospel where it 
had never before been taken. This concept 
seems to have been at the heart of Paul’s 
understanding of apostleship: an apostle 
is one called by Christ to do pioneer mis-
sionary work in a sphere where the gospel 
has not yet reached. Paul’s own sphere 
was that of the Gentiles. As true pioneers, 
apostles do not “build on someone else’s 
foundation” (v. 20). Paul expressed this 
conviction in more detail in 2 Cor 10:13-17. 
There he was seeking to justify his claim 
to being a true apostle to the Corinthians, 
since he was the fi rst to bring them the 
gospel (2 Cor 10:14). Others had come 
to Corinth claiming to be apostles. Paul 
pointed to the illegitimacy of their claim. 
They were false apostles, since they were 
working in another’s (Paul’s) sphere of 
infl uence.

Paul did not want to come under the 
same charge at Rome as he had himself 
brought against the false apostles at 
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Corinth. No apostle had preceded Paul in 
Rome.6 He could legitimately establish a 
ministry in the city.

In this particular case, Paul was not so 
much seeking to establish his own mis-
sion in Rome but rather to use the Roman 
churches as his base for a new pioneer 
work, a ministry in Spain and the Roman 
west (15:22-24). Verse 22 explains why Paul 
had not yet been able to come to Rome: 
the work in the east had demanded all his 
time and effort. Now, however, Paul had 
completed his ministry in the east and 
was free to break new ground in the west. 
Obviously there was still much room for 
witness in the eastern provinces of the 
Roman Empire, but Paul had established a 
foundation. The churches he had founded 
were now equipped for ministry in their 
area and the surrounding territory. Ever 
the pioneer missionary, Paul was now 
ready to move to regions where no Chris-
tian witness yet existed. Spain and points 
west provided fertile ground.

Paul does not seem to have planned 
a long stay in Rome, but only to see the 
Roman Christians “in passing” (“while 
going through”) on his way to Spain. 
He also hoped that the Romans would 
“send him forth” on that journey. Paul 
used a technical term for “sending forth” 
(propempō) that was often used for fur-
nishing someone with the necessary pro-
visions for their journey. In all likelihood 
Paul was not just hoping that the Roman 
churches would provide for him on his 
trip to Spain, but that they would continue 
to support him materially throughout 
his mission there. Just as Antioch had 
been his supporting congregation in his 
missions in the east, now he was hoping 
that the Roman Christians would support 
his ministry in the west, that they would 
become his “western Antioch.”

Paul’s Delay (15:25-33)
In verse 25 Paul explained that his 

trip to Rome would be further delayed 
for a while in order that he might take an 
offering to Jerusalem to aid the Christians 
there. He noted how the Greek cities had 
been pleased to collect such an offer-
ing. He mentioned Macedonia (which 
would include Philippi, Thessalonica, 
and Berea) and Achaia (Corinth). Paul’s 
other churches seem to have participated 
as well. First Corinthians 16:1 mentions 
Galatians in connection with the collec-
tion, and the list of church representatives 
who accompanied Paul to Jerusalem with 
the offering includes both Galatians and 
Asians (Acts 20:4). Verse 27 establishes 
the principle of mutuality expressed in 
the collection, a point Paul also made in 
relation to the collection in 2 Cor 8:13-15. In 
Romans Paul pointed out that the Gentile 
Christians had been spiritually blessed by 
receiving the gospel, a blessing which ulti-
mately came from the Jewish Christians. 
Now that the Jerusalem churches were in 
physical need it was only fi tting that their 
Gentile fellow Christians provide them 
with material blessings.7 In verse 28 Paul 
restated his plan to go to Spain by way of 
Rome. Verse 29 is an implicit appeal for 
the Roman approval of his planned visit 
and mission.

Verses 30-33 complete the section with 
an appeal for prayer. In verse 30 Paul used 
“prayer warrior” language as he asked 
the Roman Christians to strive/fight 
together with him in prayer. He used a 
word which means to struggle together 
as in an athletic meet or a military battle. 
His requested prayer had three petitions: 
(1) that he might be delivered from the 
unbelieving Jews in Jerusalem, (2) that 
the collection might be acceptable to the 
Jerusalem Christians, and (3) that the 
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fulfi llment of these requests would lead 
to his coming to Rome and joyfully shar-
ing the company of the Christians there 
(vv. 31-32). It should be noted how Paul 
had some question about his treatment 
at the hands of the non-Christian Jews 
of Jerusalem as well as his reception by 
the Christians. His trepidation had some 
basis in fact.

The Fulfi llment of Paul’s Plans
Paul’s desire to visit the Roman 

churches was ultimately fulfilled, but 
not in the manner he likely envisioned 
nor as quickly as he might have wished. 
Acts relates how he finally reached 
Rome—not as a free man but as a pris-
oner in chains. It is questionable how 
much Paul’s prayer was answered that 
the collection would be acceptable to the 
Jerusalem Christians. Acts is strangely 
silent about the collection, which is all the 
more remarkable when one considers that 
the collection was Paul’s main reason for 
going to Jerusalem at the end of his third 
mission and the sole reason for the delay 
of his visit to Rome and his Spanish mis-
sion, as Rom 15:25-29 makes clear. When 
Paul arrived in Jerusalem, Acts 21:17 says 
that the brothers “received (him) gladly,” 
which may be an indirect reference to 
the welcome gift. On the other hand, the 
Jerusalem Christian leaders seemed more 
concerned with Paul’s proving that he 
was a faithful Jew than in accepting the 
generous gift from the Gentile Christians. 
Was the Gentile gift an embarrassment to 
the Christians that might hamper their 
witness to the Jews? Is that why Acts is so 
silent on the subject—it wasn’t all that well 
received? We cannot be sure. Any answer 
would be somewhat speculative.

Acts is, however, crystal clear on one 
point—the non-Christian Jews considered 

Paul a heretic and were after his neck. Paul 
was asked by the Christians to participate 
in a ceremony at the temple to prove his 
fi delity to Judaism (Acts 21:20-26). The 
effort backfi red, and Paul was besieged on 
the temple grounds by a Jewish mob that 
had been stirred up by charges from some 
Diaspora Jews that Paul sought to lead the 
Jews “everywhere” to renounce the law 
and had just now violated the sanctity of 
the temple. Paul would have been torn to 
shreds had not a Roman cohort arrived, 
broken up the riot, and taken Paul into 
custody (Acts 21:27-36). Paul’s requested 
prayer that he be delivered from the unbe-
lieving Jerusalem Jews (Rom 15:31) was 
answered, but only by his ending up as a 
prisoner of Rome. Paul remained under 
Roman custody for three years or so, fi rst 
in Jerusalem (Acts 21:37-23:30) and then in 
the Roman headquarters at Caesarea (Acts 
23:31-24:27). Finally, in order to remove the 
possibility that the Romans might give 
in to Jewish pressure and deliver him to 
almost certain death at the hands of the 
Jews, Paul exercised his right as a Roman 
citizen to appeal for a trial before Caesar 
(Acts 25:1-26:32). The appeal was accepted, 
Paul was transferred to Rome by sea, and 
Acts ends up with Paul under house arrest 
in Rome awaiting his hearing before Cae-
sar (Acts 27:1-28:31).

It is interesting to note how much 
Paul’s desire to go to Rome and the Acts 
narrative coincide. While in prison in 
Jerusalem, the Lord assured him in a 
vision that he would witness in Rome 
(Acts 23:11). Likewise, in the midst of 
the shipwreck narrative, an angel of the 
Lord assured Paul that he and all his fel-
low voyagers would survive the disaster 
because God was delivering Paul to testify 
in Rome before Caesar (Acts 27:24). God 
shared Paul’s desire for him to witness 
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in Rome. The means of his doing so was 
probably quite different from what Paul 
imagined when he expressed that desire 
to the Romans.

The Roman Christians
Corinth was the city where Paul 

penned his letter to the Romans and the 
place from which he departed with his 
collection. Jerusalem was the destination 
for his collection, which constituted the 
reason for Paul’s delay in going to Rome. 
What of Rome itself? How much did 
Paul know about the Roman Christians? 
How much of the situation in the Roman 
churches is refl ected in Paul’s letter to 
Rome?

Christianity in Rome
How did Christianity reach Rome? The 

very fact that Paul wrote a letter to the 
Roman Christians is evidence of a Chris-
tian community there. Other evidence 
exists as well. When Paul was taken under 
Roman custody to Rome, the fi nal leg of 
his voyage took him to Puteoli, an Italian 
port several days’ journey south of Rome. 
Christianity had already reached there, 
for Paul is said to have stayed a week 
with the Christians there (Acts 28:14). 
After that, as he traveled by foot from 
Puteoli to Rome he was joined by Roman 
Christians who had traveled south on the 
Appian Way to meet him (Acts 28:15). Less 
direct evidence for a pre-Pauline Chris-
tian community in Rome is found in the 
Roman historian Suetonius, who related 
an incident that occurred during the reign 
of Claudius that prompted the emperor to 
expel the Jews from Rome.8 According to 
Suetonius, disturbances arose within the 
Jewish community which were provoked 
by a certain person name “Chrestus.” The 
Latin word for Christ is “Christus,” and 

Suetonius’s reference is most likely his 
misunderstanding of that name. If so, the 
expulsion of the Jews would have been 
due to a somewhat tumultuous debate in 
the synagogues resulting from the arrival 
there of a Christian witness. Given the 
violent reaction to Paul’s witness in the 
Diaspora synagogues recorded in Acts 
(e.g., Acts 17:1-7, 13; 18:12-17), a similar 
result from the coming of the Christian 
message is not hard to picture for Rome. 
The uproar in the synagogues was seen 
as suffi cient threat to the peace of the 
city for the emperor to expel the Jews. 
One Jewish couple who had to leave the 
city at this time were Aquila and Priscilla 
(Acts 18:2).

The presence of a Christian community 
in the capital city before Paul’s arrival 
there is certain. But, how did Christian-
ity fi rst come there? It does not seem to 
have been taken there by an apostle. The 
tradition of Peter’s ministry in Rome 
and his martyrdom there is in all likeli-
hood accurate,9 but he does not seem to 
have preceded Paul there. Paul’s remarks 
to the Romans about not building on 
another’s foundation (Rom 15:20) seem 
to preclude Peter’s having established a 
witness in Rome prior to Paul. The most 
likely manner in which the gospel came to 
Rome was through the witness of Chris-
tian laity, military people like Cornelius 
the Centurion and business people like 
Lydia, Priscilla, and Aquila who took the 
gospel with them wherever they traveled. 
It is unclear whether the latter two were 
Christians when they met Paul in Corinth, 
and unlikely that they had taken the gos-
pel to Rome, but they are prime examples 
of business people who shared the gospel 
wherever they went—in Ephesus (Acts 
18:26) and later in Rome (Rom 16:3)

It is altogether likely that the Christian 
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community in Rome began with con-
verts from the synagogues. Throughout 
Acts Paul is shown to have begun his 
witness in each city by preaching in the 
synagogues and drawing the nucleus of 
the Christian community from them. 
He even continued that strategy when 
he arrived in Rome (Acts 28:17-27). An 
extensive Jewish community was pres-
ent in Rome, which has been estimated 
to have been as large as 50,000 people, 
with synagogues scattered throughout 
the city.10 The Christian community may 
have followed this same pattern. It is not 
likely that only one Christian community 
existed. Unlike the Corinthian and Thes-
salonian letters, where Paul addressed his 
letter to “the church” (1 Cor 1:2; 2 Cor 1:1; 
1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:1), Paul addressed 
Romans to “all those in Rome called to 
be saints” (Rom 1:7). In a large city like 
Rome, one meeting place would have 
been improbable. More likely, multiple 
house churches existed. This may in part 
explain the long list of greeting in Romans 
16, with many of the names there possibly 
designating the householders in whose 
homes the churches met. This would not 
rule out gatherings on occasion of the 
larger community.

Confl ict in the Community
The Roman churches seem to have 

had a mixed composition of both Jews 
and Gentiles. The Roman epistle seems 
to reflect this. Many references in the 
epistle point to Gentiles, such as Paul’s 
reminding his readers of his own role 
as the apostle to the Gentiles (Rom 1:5, 
13; 15:16). In chapter 11, Paul directly 
addressed his Gentile readers, rebuking 
them for any feelings of superiority that 
they might have over the Jews with regard 
to their salvation in Christ (Rom 11:13, 28, 

31). On the other hand, the letter is replete 
with Jewish concerns—the discussion 
of whether Jews had any real advantage 
over Gentiles with respect to salvation in 
chapters 2 and 3, the extensive treatment 
of issues involving the torah in chapters 
4 and 7, and the long discussion of the 
Jewish place in God’s election throughout 
chapters 9-11. Such issues would seem to 
have been irrelevant to a purely Gentile 
readership, but of extreme importance to 
a community comprised of both Jewish 
and Gentile converts. Of course, it could 
be argued that Paul’s mind was more on 
Jerusalem and the debate he might face 
there in defending his torah-free gospel 
before the Jewish community and the 
more conservative Jewish Christians, 
but one wonders why Paul would have 
introduced such discussions in a letter to 
a strictly Gentile community unless there 
were Jewish concerns that involved the 
larger community. It is more likely the 
community was comprised of both Jews 
and Gentiles and the differences between 
the two groups were a source of confl ict.

The Controversy (14:1-15:13)
In Rom 14:1-15:13 Paul addressed two 

groups, which he designated as “the 
strong” and “the weak.” The “weak” are 
portrayed as holding three views that 
put them at odds with the strong. First, 
they were vegetarian, eating no meat at 
all (14:2). Second, they held some days 
in special veneration, while the “strong” 
considered all days alike (14:5). Third, 
they seem to have abstained from drink-
ing wine (14:21). Some scholars see this 
whole section of Romans as general ethi-
cal teaching rather than as a refl ection of 
the actual situation within the Roman 
Christian community. Most, however, 
would see it as being so specific and 
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pointed that it must reflect an actual 
controversy within the Roman churches. 
This question, of course, is who the two 
groups represented.

The contrast between the strong and 
weak reminds one of 1 Corinthians 8-10, 
where Paul dealt with the problem of idol 
meat. In Corinthians Paul urged the strong 
to yield to the scruples of the weak and 
not eat the idol meat in situations where 
it might cause the weak to stumble. Like-
wise in Romans Paul directed the strong 
to yield in cases where they might cause 
others to stumble (14:20f., 15:1). There are 
major differences between the treatments 
in 1 Corinthians and Romans, however. In 
1 Corinthians, the main problem is idol 
meat and the “stumbling” of the weak is 
their turning back to their former pagan 
ways by acknowledging the real existence 
of the idol to whom the meat had been 
offered (1 Cor 8:10-11), which is more likely 
for a Gentile than a Jew. In Romans, the 
issue does not seem to be idol meat but 
meat in general as an offense to those who 
are strict vegetarians. The “stumbling” is 
not so much returning to paganism as that 
of considering meat as “unclean” (14:14) 
and meat-eating as something evil (14:16). 
Despite his direction for the strong to 
yield, in Romans Paul shows no patience 
with either group’s attitudes toward the 
other. The strong are guilty of despising, 
disdaining, and treating the weak with 
contempt, while the weak are equally 
culpable for their censorious judgment of 
the meat-eaters (14:3). Both groups have 
forgotten that God is the ultimate judge of 
each individual (14:4, 10-12). Both groups 
should learn to accept the differences of 
others in the example of Christ and not 
insist on their own way (15:1-7).

Who were the strong and weak among 
the Roman Christians? The most likely 

answer is the Gentiles and the Jews. The 
three characteristics of the weak seem to 
point in the general direction of the Jews. 
The veneration of special days would 
point to Jewish scruples about the Sab-
bath. The other two characteristics are not 
as easily applicable to the Jews, but point 
to a rather extreme form of asceticism 
sometimes found in Jewish sectarianism. 
Some Jews would not drink wine or any 
alcoholic beverage. This was certainly true 
of those who took Nazarite vows and was 
characteristic of some ascetic Jewish sects 
like the Theraputae in Egypt. Vegetarian 
Jews are harder to locate. We have no 
direct evidence for vegetarian groups 
among the Jews, but there may well have 
been some “super-ascetics” who sought to 
follow the ideal exemplifi ed in the story of 
the Hebrew youths in Nebuchadnezzar’s 
court (Dan 1:8-16). In any event, in the 
conclusion to his treatment of the strong 
and weak, Paul spoke of two groups—the 
circumcised (Jews) and the Gentiles (Rom 
15:8-9). The disdainful attitudes may not 
have been characteristic of all the Gentiles 
in the Roman churches, and the extreme 
ascetics may not have comprised all the 
Christian Jews in Rome, but the problem 
was pervasive enough for Paul to devote 
a signifi cant portion of his letter to it. We 
cannot be sure what role the Roman house 
churches played in the controversy. Some 
of them may have been entirely Jewish 
or entirely Gentile in membership. Some 
or all may have had a mixed Jew/Gentile 
composition. The confl ict may thus have 
been between separate communities or 
within individual congregations.

The question remains as to how Paul 
would have obtained his information on 
a problem within a community he did not 
establish nor had ever visited. The same 
question could be raised about the long 
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list of greetings in chapter 16. How did 
Paul know all these Roman Christians? 
The truth of the matter is that there was 
probably more contact between com-
munities in the Roman world than we 
often realize. The Romans had an excel-
lent road system, and travelers from one 
community to another were often laden 
with extensive correspondence for other 
people’s friends and relatives. Rome 
was not that far removed from Corinth, 
being only a few days’ journey away by 
ship across the Adriatic and up the main 
Italian highways from Brundisium to 
Rome.

The Greetings in Romans 16
Paul characteristically concluded his 

epistles with an exchange of greetings. 
Romans is no exception. In fact, the long 
list of greetings in Romans is longer than 
any other Pauline epistle. This, along 
with some other considerations, has led 
a number of scholars to postulate that 
the chapter was originally a portion of 
a letter sent to Ephesus, a congregation 
where Paul had ministered for three 
years and thus had many acquaintances.11 
Those who hold this view note how Rom 
15:33 is a benediction. Since Paul often 
concluded his letters with a benediction, 
it is argued that the Roman epistle ended 
at 15:33 and the fragment to Ephesus has 
been appended at this point.12 As we now 
proceed through the list of greetings, we 
will test this theory further as we go.

Paul fi rst included a brief recommenda-
tion of Phoebe, whom he identifi ed as a 
servant or deacon (diakonos) of the church 
at Cenchrea (16:1-3). The word diakonos is 
a general term for servant and eventu-
ally became a term for an offi cer in the 
church. In the Pastoral Epistles it has the 
latter meaning, but with regard to Phoebe 

the context is not suffi cient to determine 
whether she held a formal offi ce or was 
simply one who had rendered some 
ministry to the church. In any event, 
she had provided service to the church 
at Cenchrea, the Corinthian port on the 
Aegean Sea. Paul further described her 
as a “patron” (prostatis) who had helped 
him and many others. A patron was one 
who supported others, generally in a 
material sense. It is possible that Phoebe 
provided her home for the church meet-
ings at Cenchrea, much as Lydia seems 
to have done for Philippi (Acts 16:40). In 
any event she was traveling to Rome, and 
Paul wanted the church there to welcome 
her. Such letters of introduction were 
common in Paul’s day. Those who hold 
the Ephesian hypothesis argue that Paul’s 
recommendation would have carried 
more weight at Ephesus, where Paul was 
well known. Such is not necessarily the 
case. In the ancient world, the status of the 
recommender was what carried weight. 
Paul was an apostle and of high status in 
Christian circles. His recommendation 
would have been well received at Rome.

Paul’s fi rst greeting was to Priscilla and 
Aquila (Rom. 16:3-5a).13 They had been 
Paul’s co-workers from the time he fi rst 
met them in Corinth (Acts 18:2). When 
he left Corinth, the pair accompanied 
him to Ephesus, where they remained 
in ministry when Paul returned to Anti-
och (Acts 16:18-26). Those who hold the 
Ephesian hypothesis note that the last 
mention of the couple in Acts is this very 
passage—in Ephesus, not Rome. It must 
be remembered, however, that the two 
had come to Corinth from Rome because 
of Claudius’ expulsion of the Jews (Acts 
18:2). Upon Claudius’s death in A.D. 54, 
the edict of expulsion was lifted, and the 
Jews were allowed to return to the city. 



13

It is quite likely that Priscilla and Aquila 
had taken advantage of that situation. 
Exactly when they had risked their lives 
for Paul is not known (16:4). It could have 
been in connection with the Jewish mob 
in Corinth (Acts 18:12-17) or at the time 
of the Ephesian riot (Acts 19:21-41), but 
we have no evidence to support either. In 
any event, they were now back in Rome, 
and a congregation met in their home. 
Since they were Jews, it may have been a 
predominantly Jewish Christian group.

Romans 16:5b speaks of Epaenetus as 
“the fi rst convert in Asia.” Asia is Paul’s 
usual designation for Ephesus, which was 
the major city in which he ministered in 
the Roman Province of Asia. The fi rst con-
vert in Asia would most likely be located 
in Ephesus, to be sure. But, it would not be 
impossible that he had moved to Rome. In 
fact, the Ephesian Christians were prob-
ably aware of his status as the fi rst convert 
in the area. The Roman Christians might 
not have known this. Now that he was a 
member of the Roman community, his 
acquaintance with Paul would have been 
a means of furthering Paul’s introduction 
to Rome.

In verse six Paul sent greetings to Mary, 
whom he described as having “worked 
hard/toiled” (kopiaō) for the Romans. It is 
striking how many women are included 
in Paul’s list of greetings. In addition to 
Phoebe, Priscilla, and Mary should be 
added Tryphaena and Tryphosa (v. 12), 
Persis (v. 12), Rufus’s mother (v. 13), Julia 
(v. 15), and Nereus’s sister (v. 15). The name 
Junia (v. 7) should probably also be added 
to the list. A variant in the manuscript tra-
dition has the masculine form of the name 
(Junias), but the feminine form (Junia) is 
better attested.14 She was probably the 
wife of Andronicus. Paul describes the 
pair as “outstanding/prominent (episēmoi) 

among the apostles.” This could be con-
strued either as including them among 
the ranks of the apostles or recognizing 
the high regard in which they were held 
in apostolic circles. In either case, Paul 
was recognizing their service. One should 
not miss how many of these women 
were recognized for their contribution to 
the church—Phoebe for her ministry at 
Cenchrea (v. 1), Priscilla for risking her 
life for Paul and his ministry (v. 4), Mary 
for working so diligently for the Roman 
Christians (v. 6), Junia for her service in 
apostolic circles (v. 7), Tryphaena and Try-
phosa for serving as the Lord’s workers (v. 
12), and Persis, who also “worked hard” 
for the Lord (v. 12). Not only the sheer 
number of women greeted but Paul’s con-
stant reference to their Christian service 
bears eloquent testimony to the role that 
women fi lled in the ministry of the early 
churches.

One should also note the balance 
between Jewish and Gentile (both Greek 
and Latin) names in Paul’s long list of 
greetings. Priscilla and Aquila were Jew-
ish (Acts 18:2). Paul described Andronicus 
and Junia as his “kin,” that is, fellow Jews 
(v. 7). The same designation is applied to 
Herodion as well (v. 11). Names like Mary 
(v. 6) were likely Jewish, while others 
were common Gentile names—Hermes, 
Hermas, Julia, Olympas, and the like. 
The variety of names points to the mixed 
nature of the Roman church. It is quite 
possible that they point to individual 
house churches. This is certainly true for 
the church that met in the home of Pris-
cilla and Aquila (v. 5). The mention of “all 
the saints” who were “with” the various 
persons mentioned in verse 15 also likely 
points to an individual congregation.

Verses 17 to 20 serve to separate Paul’s 
personal greetings from the greetings he 
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sends from others in verses 21 to 23. This 
has led some to see this section as support 
for chapter 16 being addressed to Ephesus 
and the false teaching that later plagued 
that church.15 No real reason exists for see-
ing this section as an intrusion in Paul’s 
letter to the Romans. He was well aware 
of divisions in the congregation and had 
already addressed that problem in 14:1-
15:13. Christians who were divided over 
such non-essential matters as food and 
drink would certainly be subject to being 
led astray on more signifi cant issues. Verse 
17 bids the Roman Christians to “look out 
for” those who would create divisions 
and lead them astray from the sound 
doctrine they had been taught. Paul had 
already had to fi ght the intrusion of such 
false teachings—the Judaizers at Galatia, 
the “super-apostles” at Corinth. Before 
concluding his epistle to the Romans, he 
sought to warn the Christians there lest 
such false teachers should descend on 
them and lead them astray as well.

Verses 21 to 23 send various greetings 
from Paul’s companions in Corinth. Timo-
thy is the fi rst mentioned (v. 21). Of all 
Paul’s co-workers, Timothy seems to have 
been the closest to the apostle. Joining 
Paul on his second mission (Acts 16:1-5), he 
worked with him throughout both his sec-
ond and third missions (Acts 17:14-15, 18:5, 
19:22, 20:4). Paul addressed two letters to 
Timothy. He listed him as co-sender in the 
addresses of six other letters (2 Cor, Phil, 
Col, 1 and 2 Thess, and Phlm). In Philip-
pians Paul called him his “son” and said 
that he had no other co-worker so self-
lessly devoted to the work of Christ (Phil 
2:19-21). If Timothy is so well-known to 
us, we can be much less certain about the 
other three mentioned in verse 21. Lucius 
was an extremely common Latin name, 
and it is unlikely that this is the Lucius the 

Cyrenian mentioned in Acts 13:1.16 Jason is 
possibly the same as the one with whom 
Paul stayed in Thessalonica (Acts 17:5-9), 
but that also is rather unlikely, as that too 
was a common name. As for Sosipater, we 
know nothing of him except for this brief 
greeting in Romans.

Tertius sent his greeting in verse 22 and 
called himself the “writer” of the letter. 
This identifi es him as Paul’s amanuensis 
or secretary to whom the apostle dictated 
the letter. Paul seems to have often used 
an amanuensis and sometimes wrote his 
concluding remarks in his own hand as 
a sort of seal of authenticity (1 Cor 16:21; 
Gal 6:11; Col 4:18; 2 Thess 3:17). It is also 
possible that when Paul mentioned a 
co-sender in the address of a letter that 
person served as his amanuensis.

Paul concluded with three fi nal greet-
ings (v. 23), all probably from Corinthian 
Christians. Two are of special signifi cance. 
First is Gaius, the person with whom Paul 
was lodging when he wrote the letter. He 
is probably the same Gaius whom Paul 
spoke of as one of two Corinthians he 
had baptized (1 Cor 1:14). Next is Erastus, 
who Paul identified as the steward or 
treasurer of the city. In the excavations of 
Corinth, an inscription dating from the 
fi rst century was discovered on a theater 
plaza which identifi ed a person named 
Erastus as the treasurer of the city who 
authorized the construction of the plaza.17 
It is quite likely that the Erastus of the 
inscription is the same city treasurer as 
the Erastus who was sending greetings 
to his Christian brothers and sisters in 
Rome.18 The ultimate purpose of Romans 
was to serve as an introduction to Paul 
and to pave the way for his coming. The 
extensive list of greetings surely helped 
to further his introduction.

Romans concludes with a doxology, 
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actually two if one includes verse 24. The 
“grace benediction” of verse 24 parallels 
the closing words of verse 20 and is rather 
poorly attested, being omitted by the 
earliest witnesses. On the other hand, the 
benediction of verses 25-27 is very well-
attested and in most witnesses comes at 
the end of chapter 16. In other witnesses, 
however, it is found at the end of chapter 
14 or at the end of chapter 15 or even at the 
end of both chapters 14 and 16 in the same 
manuscript. The textual confusion seems 
to be attributable to the heretic Marcion, 
who omitted chapters 15 and 16 from the 
text of Romans, leading to the subsequent 
placing of the fi nal benediction at the end 
of the truncated text. The content of the 
benediction focuses on a theme dear to 
Paul—the “mystery” of the inclusion of 
the Gentiles in God’s saving plan through 
Jesus Christ (compare Col 1:26-27).

Conclusion
This article has focused on the “less 

theological” portion of Romans, chapters 
14-16, and their refl ection of Paul’s pur-
pose in writing the epistle. If there is one 
thing that ties these chapters together, it 
is the theme of the unity of all believers 
in Christ. Paul’s reason for delaying his 
visit to the Romans was his concern for 
the unity of the church as expressed in 
the Jerusalem collection. It was so real a 
concern for Paul that he was willing to 
delay his mission to the west and to risk 
the very real danger that he knew faced 
him in Jerusalem. Paul’s treatment of 
the division between the strong and the 
weak in chapters 14 and 15 is likewise 
consumed with the desire for a unifi ed 
church. Paul could care less about the 
differences between the groups. They 
were indifferent matters for him, disputes 
over non-essential matters, not signifi cant 

doctrinal differences. What did bother 
Paul was how these minor differences 
were dividing the church. Paul’s whole 
ministry in a real sense had been devoted 
to the unity of the body of Christ, to Jew 
and Gentile united around their common 
bond in Jesus Christ. That was what the 
collection was all about. He wanted to see 
the same unity among the diverse Roman 
house churches—the unity of a shared 
faith in Christ among all people, both Jew 
and Gentile (Rom 16:26).
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Introduction

The Apostle Paul’s letter to the church 
at Rome has recently been called, “The 
Greatest Letter Ever Written.” N. T. Wright 
has a 6-part video series with this title, 
and John Piper, pastor of Bethlehem Bap-
tist Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota, 
also gave his verse-by-verse expository 
sermon series the same title. Is Romans 
really the greatest letter ever written or 
is this merely a rhetorical devise used 
by preachers and teachers? Wright and 
Piper are not alone in their assessment of 
Romans, however. Listen to the testimony 
of others before them who have greatly 
valued this epistle.

Martin Luther: This epistle is in truth 
the most important document in the 
New Testament, the gospel in its 
purest expression. Not only is it well 
worth a Christian’s while to know it 
word for word by heart, but also to 
meditate on it day by day. It is the 
soul’s daily bread, and can never be 
read too often, or studied too much. 
The more you probe into it the more 
precious it becomes, and the better 
its fl avour.1

John Calvin: When any one gains a 
knowledge of this Epistle, he has 
an entrance opened to him to all 
the most hidden treasures of Scrip-
ture.2

William Tyndale: [T]his epistle is the 
principal and most excellent part of 
the new Testament and most pure 
evangelion, that is to say, glad tid-
ings, and that we call gospel, and 
also is a light and a way unto the 
whole scripture; I think it meet that 
every christian man not only know 
it, by rote and without the book, but 

also exercise himself therein ever-
more 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 pleas-
anter 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.3

Samuel Coleridge: I think that the 
Epistle to the Romans is the most 
profound work in existence.4

John Knox: [I]t is unquestionably the 
most important theological work 
ever written.5

John Stott: It is the fullest, plainest 
and grandest statement of the gospel 
in the New Testament.6

R. C. Sproul: I really do believe that 
if there is any one individual book, 
out of the sixty-six, which God used 
to change lives more than any other, 
it is the book of Romans.7

Letters were common in the ancient 
world. In fact, hundreds of letters were 
written every week. Today, we have 
approximately 14,000 letters that have 
been preserved from antiquity.8 But not 
all letters carry the same impact or impor-
tance. Some letters never arrive at their 
destination, while others are read and 
then forgotten. Only a few have an abid-
ing infl uence. Paul’s letter to the church 
at Rome is one such letter. Containing 
about 7,100 words, it is Paul’s longest and 
most profound letter that remains. But is 
it really the greatest letter ever written? 
In seeking to answer this question in the 
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affi rmative we will consider the value of 
Romans from three perspectives: (1) its 
historical impact, (2) its theological impor-
tance, and (3) its practical instructions.

The Historical Impact of Romans
In assessing the impact that the book 

of Romans has made in history, we will 
focus our attention on three individu-
als: Augustine, Martin Luther, and John 
Wesley. No one can deny the great impact 
that these three men had in the history of 
the Christian church. What we will learn 
from our study is that the conversion of 
each of these men is directly linked to 
Paul’s letter to the church at Rome.

Aurelius Augustine
Augustine of Hippo was undeniably 

the greatest theologian of the early church. 
Before his conversion, however, he was a 
slave to sexual passions. After moving 
to Milan where he continued lecturing 
as a teacher of literature and rhetoric, 
Augustine came under the preaching of 
Bishop Ambrose. Augustine felt convicted 
of his sin but did not have the power to 
overcome sin by his own strength. His 
soul was tormented by this dilemma. In 
his Confessions he writes, “I was in tor-
ment, reproaching myself more bitterly 
than ever as I twisted and turned in my 
chain.”9 Being overcome by the depths of 
his depravity, he began to weep over his 
condition. He continues, “I stood up and 
left Alypius [his friend] so that I might 
weep and cry to my heart’s content, for it 
occurred to me that tears were best shed 
in solitude. . . . Somehow I fl ung myself 
down beneath a fi g tree and gave way to 
the tears which now streamed from by 
eyes.”10 As he cried out to God, he began 
to ask himself how long he would live in 
his sins.

I was asking myself these questions, 
weeping all the while with the most 
bitter sorrow in my heart, when all at 
once I heard the sing-song voice of a 
child in a nearby house. Whether it 
was the voice of a boy or girl I cannot 
say, but again and again it repeated 
the refrain ‘Take it and read, take 
it and read’. At this I looked up, 
thinking hard whether there was 
any kind of game in which children 
used to chant words like these, but 
I could not remember ever hearing 
them before. I stemmed my fl ood of 
tears and stood up, telling myself 
that this could only be a divine com-
mand to open my book of Scripture 
and read the fi rst passage on which 
my eyes should fall. . . . So I hurried 
by to the place where . . . I had put 
down the book containing Paul’s 
Epistles. I seized it and opened it, 
and in silence I read the fi rst passage 
on which my eyes fell.11

That text was Rom 13:13-14: “Not in 
orgies and drunkenness, not in sexual 
immorality and sensuality, not in quar-
reling and jealousy. But put on the Lord 
Jesus Christ, and make not provision 
for the fl esh, to gratify its desire.”12 At 
this Augustine recalls, “I had no wish 
to read more and no need to do so. For 
in an instant, as I came to the end of the 
sentence, it was as though the light of 
confi dence fl ooded into my heart and all 
the darkness of doubt was dispelled.”13 
The Word of God is powerful and sharper 
than any two-edged sword (Heb 4:12) and 
in his providence God used the book of 
Romans to pierce through Augustine’s 
heart and transform his life. 

Augustine went on to become a great 
leader in the early church, serving in 
various capacities for nearly forty years. 
He defended the truths of Christian-
ity against Manichaeism, Pelagianism, 
Donatism, and paganism. He explained 
the doctrine of the Trinity in ways that 
surpassed those before him (On the Trin-
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ity). He upheld the sovereignty of God and 
the utter depravity of man (original sin) 
against Pelagius (On Free Will). In his City 

of God, he defended Christianity against 
paganism and explained the theology 
of history. In sum, “Augustine was one 
of the great thinkers of all time. . . . His 
writings laid the foundation not only for 
later Western theology but also for a good 
deal of later philosophy.”14 

Martin Luther
The Book of Romans also impacted 

the great reformer Martin Luther. He was 
born in Eisleben, Germany, in 1483 and, at 
the age of twenty-two, entered law school 
due to pressure from his father. On July 
16, 1505, he was caught in a violent thun-
derstorm. As life-threatening lighting 
bolts hurled down around him, he fell 
to the ground and fearing for his life he 
cried out, “Help, St. Anne, I will become 
a monk.” Approximately two weeks later 
he joined the Augustinian Hermits. In 
1507 he was ordained to the priesthood, 
and in 1508 he was sent as an instructor 
to the University of Wittenburg. Finally, 
in 1512 he became a doctor of Bible. But 
Luther lived a miserable life as a monk, 
constantly trying to win God’s favor by 
good works but never experiencing God’s 
peace.

Luther’s conversion occurred sometime 
between 1513 and 1519. He writes,

 I had indeed been captivated with 
an extraordinary ardor for under-
standing Paul in the Epistle to the 
Romans. But up till then it was not 
the cold blood about the heart, but 
a single word in Chapter 1 [:17], “In 
it the rightness of God is revealed,” 
that had stood in my way. For I 
hated that word “righteousness of 
God,” which according to the use 
and custom of all the teachers, I had 
been taught to understand philo-
sophically regarding the formal or 

active righteousness, as they called 
it, with which God is righteous and 
punishes the unrighteous sinner.15

The gospel of God’s righteousness was 
not good news but was utterly terrifying 
for Luther. He viewed the gospel merely 
as declaring that God will punish sinners. 
He continues, 

 Though I lived as a monk without 
reproach, I felt that I was a sin-
ner before God with an extremely 
disturbed conscience. I could not 
believe that he was placated by my 
satisfaction. I did not love, yes, I 
hated the righteous God who pun-
ishes sinners. . . . Thus I raged with a 
fi erce and troubled conscience. Nev-
ertheless, I beat importunately upon 
Paul at that place, most ardently 
desiring to know what St. Paul 
wanted.16

Luther seemed to be without hope. 
But he did not give up seeking to fi nd 
the truth and comfort for his soul. He 
continued searching the Scriptures for 
answers.

 At last, by the mercy of God, 
meditating day and night, I gave 
heed to the context of the words, 
namely, “In it the righteousness of 
God is revealed, as it is written, ‘He 
who through faith is righteous shall 
live.’” There I began to understand 
that the righteousness of God is that 
by which the righteous lives by a gift 
of God, namely by faith. And this 
is the meaning: the righteousness 
of God is revealed by the gospel, 
namely, the passive righteousness 
with which merciful God justifi es 
us by faith, as it is written, “He who 
through faith is righteous shall live.” 
Here I felt that I was altogether born 
again and had entered paradise 
itself through open gates. There a 
totally other face of the entire Scrip-
ture showed itself to me. Thereupon 
I ran through the Scriptures from 
memory.
 And I extolled my sweetest word 
with a love as great as the hatred 
with which I had before hated the 
word “righteousness of God.” Thus 
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that place in Paul was for me truly 
the gate to paradise.17

In a word, Luther had rediscovered the 
doctrine of justifi cation by grace alone 
through faith alone. The passage that he 
once hated became to him more precious 
than he could have imagined. The book 
of Romans became the spark that ignited 
the Reformation through the life and 
ministry of Martin Luther. Or, as Leon 
Morris asserts, “The Reformation may be 
regarded as the unleashing of new spiri-
tual life as a result of a renewed under-
standing of the teaching of Romans.”18

John Wesley 
About 200 years after the life of Luther, 

God again used Romans in a powerful 
way—this time to change the life of John 
Wesley. He and his brother Charles were 
desperately seeking God’s favor through 
their good deeds. After returning from 
a two year term of service in Georgia as 
chaplains and missionaries, they attended 
a Moravian worship service. On May 24, 
1738, John Wesley repented of his self-
reliance and trusted solely on the grace 
and mercy found in Christ. What did 
God use to change this self-righteous sin-
ner? The answer, of course, is the book of 
Romans. During the meeting, somebody 
read from Luther’s Preface to the Epistle of 

St. Paul to the Romans. Later, Wesley wrote 
in his journal, 

In the evening I went very unwill-
ingly to a society in Aldersgate 
Street, where one was reading 
Luther’s preface to the Epistle to 
the Romans. About a quarter before 
nine, while he was describing the 
change which God works in the 
heart through faith in Christ, I felt 
my heart strangely warmed. I felt 
I did trust Christ, Christ alone for 
salvation; and an assurance was 
given me that He had taken away my 
sins, even mine, and saved me from 

the law of sin and of death.19

Wesley’s bondage to sin and his losing 
fight against temptations gave way to 
victory as he came into a saving knowl-
edge and experience of the Lord Jesus. 
He realized that by his own strength he 
could never gain the victory. Only when 
he looked to Christ, and to Christ alone 
for righteousness, did he fi nd the strength 
to become more than a conqueror. John 
Wesley and his brother Charles had a 
profound impact on the Western world 
through the revivals during the Great 
Awakening and through their hymns.

The Theological Importance 
of Romans

Romans is not only valued for its his-
torical impact, but also for its theological 
importance. Romans contains the clearest 
and most complete expression of the gos-
pel in the Bible. For eleven chapters Paul 
systematically explains the sinfulness of 
mankind, the means by which sinners can 
be justifi ed, and the certainty Christians 
can have in the promises of God. He treats 
topics such as God’s wrath, the law, the 
Holy Spirit, God’s sovereignty, and the 
future of ethnic Israel. It is no accident that 
this letter, although not the fi rst canonical 
letter written by Paul, stands at the head 
of the Pauline writings. In this section we 
will discuss some of the most important 
theological themes in Romans including 
the sinfulness of man, justifi cation by 
faith alone, and the sovereignty of God.

It is wrong, of course, to view Romans 
as a mere theological treatise. Like Paul’s 
other letters, Romans is also an occasional 
letter. It is written to a specifi c location 
and addresses particular situations in the 
church. For example, Paul addresses the 
weak and the strong which almost cer-
tainly are references to Gentile and Jewish 
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Christians in the congregation (ch. 14). 
Paul also writes to explain his travel plans 
and how he planned to visit the church 
in Rome so that they could help him in 
his further travels to Spain (ch. 15). But 
we also know that these are not his main 
reasons for writing the letter because he 
waits until chapters 14 and 15 to address 
these issues. In the fi rst 13 chapters Paul 
does not mention a specifi c circumstance 
in the church. Perhaps the best explana-
tion is that Paul desired to establish the 
Roman Christians in his gospel (Rom 1:11; 
16:25) thereby fulfi lling his calling as the 
apostle to the Gentiles (1:5; 11:13; 15:16-
18).20 This provides a rationale for why 
Paul gives such an extensive presentation 
of the gospel of Christ. He knows he may 
never visit Rome because of the trials that 
await him in Jerusalem, his next destina-
tion. Thus, he pens the letter of Romans 
to ensure that they understand the gospel 
of Jesus Christ in case he can never teach 
them in person.

The Sinfulness of Man
Although Paul begins his epistle with 

the good news of the gospel of Christ,—a 
gospel that reveals how sinners can 
receive the righteousness of God (1:16-
17)—he does not expand on this good 
news until his readers fi rst understand 
the predicament of their natural condi-
tion. According to Paul, man is not born 
neutral. He is born a sinner and continu-
ally offends his Creator by not honoring 
Him, nor giving thanks to Him (1:21, 
28). Consequently, man will have to face 
God’s mighty wrath which is already 
being revealed (1:18). Paul later explains 
that man is not only guilty of the sins he 
actually commits, but also for the sin of 
Adam. Whereas Paul hints at the doctrine 
of original sin in 1 Cor 15:22, it is made 

much more explicit in Rom 5:12-21. 
Because all mankind is united to Adam 

and thus responsible for Adam’s sin and 
for their own subsequent sins, all are 
without excuse and guilty before God. 
This indictment is true not only for god-
less and immoral Gentiles who exchange 
the glory of the immortal God for images 
of man and animals (1:18-32), but also 
for the Jews who have access to God’s 
law (2:1-29). For, although the Jews have 
the law, which is an advantage over not 
having the law, no one can keep the law 
perfectly. In the end, then, the Jews are no 
better than the Gentiles because the law 
was not given to gain righteousness but 
to show us our utter inability to attain to 
God’s perfect standard. “For by works of 
the law no human being will be justifi ed 
in his sight, since through the law comes 
knowledge of sin” (3:20).

Paul’s description of the sinfulness of 
man is crucial for gaining a true under-
standing of the gospel. In our society we 
are constantly told that human beings are 
inherently good, eliminating the need for 
a savior. Even in many churches there is 
a hesitancy to teach about man’s utter 
depravity and God’s holy wrath. There 
is a tendency to skip over the bad news 
and go straight for the good news. But, oh, 
how we must fi rst feel the weight of our 
sin and sense the righteous wrath of God. 
Paul did not spend three chapters (1:18-
3:20) explaining the magnitude of our sin 
and consequent anger of God for nothing. 
We need to follow Paul’s example and be 
unashamed of the gospel—including giv-
ing a biblical description of man’s condi-
tion outside of Christ.

Justifi cation by Faith Alone
Paul also unpacks the great doctrine 

of justifi cation by faith alone in Romans. 
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Although he deals with this topic exten-
sively in Galatians, it is given more atten-
tion in his letter to the church at Rome. 
In fact, Rom 3:21-26, which begins the 
section on justifi cation, is often viewed as 
the very heart of the letter. For example 
C. E. B. Cranfi eld calls these verses “the 
centre and heart” of Romans.21 Martin 
Lloyd-Jones likewise affirms this text 
“is the acropolis of the Bible and of the 
Christian faith.”22 Leon Morris describes 
it as “possibly the most important single 
paragraph ever written.”23 Finally, John 
Piper comments that Romans 3:21-26 “is 
the Mount Everest of the Bible…. There 
are great sentences in the Bible, and great 
paragraphs and great revelations, but it 
doesn’t get any greater than this para-
graph in Romans 3:21-26.”24 

The gospel is good news because it 
reveals to us the way of salvation. God 
requires a perfect righteousness and the 
gospel declares that such righteousness 
is received as a gift to those who repent 
of their sins and place their trust wholly 
in Christ. Justifi cation (being declared 
righteous by God) occurs at the moment 
of salvation and is a one-time act. God 
declares that the sinner is no longer guilty 
based on the deeds of another—Jesus 
Christ. 

The sacrifi cial death of Jesus is at the 
very heart of justifi cation. Because God 
is holy, he must punish sin. It is not as if 
God, simply because he is God and can do 
anything, could merely decide to forgive 
sin. By defi nition, sin is belittling God’s 
glory (3:23). If God chose not to punish 
sin he would be declaring that his glory is 
not worthy to be upheld. The Bible is clear 
that God does all things for his own glory 
and therefore he must punish sin in order 
to protect his glory. By not upholding his 
own glory by punishing sin, God would 

be agreeing with sinners that his glory is 
not worth defending. He would be despis-
ing his own glory, and that is unrighteous. 
Before the death of Jesus, however, God 
had passed over sins because of his divine 
patience (3:25). As we read in the Psalms, 
“He does not deal with us according to 
our sins, nor repay us according to our 
iniquities” (Ps 103:10). But how can God 
just simply overlook our sins?

Paul informs us that Christ’s death was 
needed to demonstrate God’s righteous-
ness. Thus, Paul explains the vindication 
of the righteousness of God through the 
death of his Son. Without the cross, God 
would not only appear to be unjust, but 
he would be unjust (3:26). God cannot 
simply justify the ungodly (4:5). In his 
great patience God had passed over sins 
in the past, but Jesus’ perfect life and 
sacrifi cial death declares to the world that 
God is indeed just. God’s righteousness is 
therefore vindicated by the death of Jesus. 
Paul tells us that God put forth Jesus as a 
propitiation—a wrath-absorbing sacrifi ce. 
That is, on the cross Jesus pays the penalty 
of our sin on the cross. God’s wrath is 
poured out on Jesus. According to Paul, 
Jesus’ death on the cross justifi es the sin-
ner and also justifi es God. It justifi es the 
sinner because those who place their faith 
in Christ are declared righteous based 
on Christ’s righteousness, and it justifi es 
God the Father because it vindicates his 
glory. 

It is disturbing when modern Christian 
authors reject the doctrine of the substi-
tutionary atonement of Jesus by using 
mere human logic. For example, in his 
book entitled The Lost Message of Jesus, 

Steve Chalke writes, “The fact is that the 
cross isn’t a form of cosmic child abuse—a 
vengeful Father, punishing his Son for an 
offense he has not even committed. . . . If 
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the cross is a personal act of violence per-
petrated by God towards humankind but 
borne by his Son, then it makes a mock-
ery of Jesus’ own teaching to love your 
enemies and to refuse to repay evil with 
evil.”25 According to Chalke, to conceive 
of Jesus’ death as bearing the wrath of 
God in our place is both offensive (“child 
abuse”) and contradictory to the teaching 
of Jesus. 

We fi nd a more subtle rejection of the 
substitutionary atonement of Christ in the 
writings of Brian McLaren. In his book, 
A Generous Orthodoxy, he explains his 
understanding of the cross:

Absorbing the worst that human 
beings can offer—crooked religios-
ity, petty political systems, individ-
ual betrayal, physical torture with 
whip and thorn and nail and ham-
mer and spear—Jesus enters into 
the center of the thunderstorm of 
human evil and takes its full shock 
on the cross. Our evil is brutally, 
unmistakably exposed, drawn into 
broad daylight, and judged—named 
for what it is. Then having felt its 
agony and evil fi rsthand, in person, 
Jesus pronounces forgiveness and 
demonstrates that the grace of God 
is more powerful and expansive 
than the evil of humanity. Justice 
and mercy kiss; judgment and for-
giveness embrace.26 

At fi rst glace it seems that McLaren is sim-
ply recounting the brutal death of Christ. 
But McLaren states that he is explaining 
the “meaning of the cross.” Notice there is 
no mention of Christ suffering to pay the 
penalty for our sins. Rather, in McLaren’s 
view, Christ is merely “absorbing the 
worst that human beings can offer.” 
That is, Christ is not absorbing our sin 
and the wrath of God but only the sin he 
experienced fi rsthand—“crooked religi-
osity, petty political systems, individual 
betrayal, physical torture with whip and 
thorn and nail and hammer and spear.” 

For McLaren, Jesus only experiences the 
sinfulness of man through those who 
betrayed him and were cruel to him. He 
does not bear our sin upon himself and 
pay the debt to God we owe by experienc-
ing God’s wrath. Instead, he merely feels 
sins agony and evil fi rsthand. McLaren 
then says that Jesus judges sin, which 
means sin is “named and shown for what 
it is.” But God does not judge sin by merely 
calling it sin and stating that what we have 
done is bad. He must punish sin. Jesus 
cannot merely pronounce the forgiveness 
of God simply because sin is “named and 
shown for what it is.” In his explanation 
of the cross, McLaren never mentions 
the wrath of God and the fact that Jesus 
paid the penalty of our sins. It is for these 
reasons that D. A. Carson laments that 
“both McLaren and Chalke have largely 
abandoned the gospel.”27

Does the Bible teach that Jesus takes 
our sins upon Himself, receiving the pun-
ishment from God the Father that was due 
to us? We read in Isaiah 53, “But he was 
wounded for our transgressions; he was 
crushed for our iniquities; upon him was 
the chastisement that brought us peace, 
and with his stripes we are healed” (v. 5). 
In this verse it is clear that Jesus takes our 
guilt upon Himself. Some might respond, 
“Nowhere did the verse say that the Father 
wounded or chastised him.” But verse 10 
adds, “Yet it was the will of the LORD to 
crush him; he has put him to grief.” On 
the cross Jesus was not merely giving us 
an example of how to suffer or the extent 
of His love for us, He was also satisfying 
the wrath of God for our sins so that we 
would not have to endure the penalty 
ourselves. Other verses that clearly teach 
the substitutionary atonement of Christ 
include 2 Cor 5:21 (“God made him who 
had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him 
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we might become the righteousness of 
God”) and 1 Pet 3:18 (“For Christ suffered 
once for sins, the righteous for the unrigh-
teous, that he might bring us to God”).

The Old Testament sacrifi cial system 
foreshadowed Christ’s atonement. Ani-
mals without blemish were slain for the 
sins of the people. These sacrifi ces signi-
fi ed the need for atonement to be made 
on behalf of sins committed against a 
holy God. But, as the writer of Hebrews 
informs us, “It is impossible for the blood 
of bulls and goats to take away sins” (Heb 
10:4). Jesus, in his sacrifi cial death, fulfi lls 
the meaning of the Old Testament animal 
sacrifi ces. “Therefore he [Jesus] had to be 
made like his brothers in every respect, 
so that he might become a merciful and 
faithful high priest in the service of God, 
to make propitiation for the sins of the 
people” (Heb 2:17; also see 1 John 2:2 and 
4:10 for uses of “propitiation”). 

The doctrine of justifi cation by faith 
alone stands at the center of Christian 
beliefs. In recent years this doctrine has 
been attacked, often from inside the 
church. The “New Perspective” on Paul 
seeks to take justifi cation out of the area of 
soteriology (the doctrine of salvation) and 
place it under ecclesiology (the doctrine of 
the church). That is, some claim that Paul 
is not so much concerned with how one is 
saved, but rather how one relates to others 
in the church and what is expected of Gen-
tile converts. Although this newer view 
can be dangerous, perhaps the greater 
problem in the church is simply lack of 
understanding regarding justification. 
Because many churches steer away from 
doctrine, in-depth teaching regarding key 
Christian beliefs are never explained. Paul 
did not take such an approach. He wanted 
the Roman Christians to be obedient to 
God and love each other. But he did not 

simply give them practical instructions. 
He fi rst laid a foundation upon which the 
Christians in Rome could build their life. 
Christianity is more than just “doing.” It 
is, at its root, about “being.” To simply 
seek to live a good life without the proper 
foundation of justifi cation always leads to 
moralism. Christianity is not primarily 
about what we can do for God, but about 
what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. 
Faith is central because it looks away from 
the self and looks to Christ for righteous-
ness. As Paul writes, “To the one who does 
not work but trusts him who justifi es the 
ungodly, his faith is counted as righteous-
ness” (4:5).

The Sovereignty of God
God’s sovereignty is revealed to us 

throughout the Bible. But in Rom 9-11, it 
seems to be given more light than in other 
places. In this section Paul defends God’s 
ability and desire to keep his promises. In 
chapter 8 Paul describes some amazing 
promises of God. 

And we know that for those who 
love God all things work together 
for good, for those who are called 
according to his purpose. (8:28)

If God is for us, who can be against 
us? He who did not spare his own 
Son but gave him up for us all, how 
will he not also with him graciously 
give us all things? (8:31-32)

For I am sure that neither death 
nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor 
things present nor things to come, 
nor powers, nor height nor depth, 
not anything else in all creation, 
will be able to separate us from the 
love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
(8:38-39)

But we cannot bank all of our hope in 
God if we do not believe He is powerful 
enough to deliver on all His promises. 
Paul then addresses the problem of unbe-
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lieving Israel. If God is all-powerful and 
sovereign, then what about the promises 
He made to Israel? Why is Israel reject-
ing the Messiah and not experiencing 
the fulfi llment of God’s promises? Paul’s 
answer to this massive dilemma is not 
that God’s plan has been frustrated by 
man’s stubbornness and unbelief but that 
we have misunderstood the nature of 
God’s promises. Paul declares, “But it is 
not as though the word of God has failed” 
(9:5). God’s word has not failed but we 
sometimes fail to understand what God 
actually promises. God never promised 
He would save all of ethnic Israel. Rather, 
within ethnic Israel there is a remnant 
consisting of the true Israel who are the 
recipients of God’s promises: “For not all 
who are descended from Israel belong to 
Israel” (9:5). The promises were not given 
to Ishmael but to Isaac, and not to Esau 
but to Jacob. 

We often question God’s sovereignty 
because we misunderstand the promises 
of God. We read verses like Rom 8:31 (“If 
God is for us, who can be against us”) and 
reason that God promises that nothing 
bad will ever happen to us. But we know 
that cannot be what Paul means because 
he goes on to state that neither tribulation, 
nor distress, nor persecution, nor famine, 
nor nakedness, nor danger, nor sword 
shall separate us from the love of Christ 
(8:35). What Paul means is that even in 
tribulations we are more than conquerors 
because even death cannot separate us 
from God’s love but instead ushers us into 
his glorious presence. 

Is there a limit to God’s sovereignty? 
We might be tempted to think that at some 
point God’s sovereignty yields to man’s 
free will. After all, it is argued, God would 
never choose to save some people while 
passing over others. But this is precisely 

what Paul argues in Romans 9. He chose 
Isaac over Ishmael and he chose Jacob over 
Esau. With the fi rst example of Isaac and 
Ishmael some might reason that God’s 
choice was based on man’s actions—
Ishmael was born of Hagar through Abra-
ham’s disobedience. So Paul proceeds to 
give a clearer example because Jacob and 
Esau had the same father and were in fact 
twins. Paul writes, “Though they were 
not yet born and had done nothing either 
good or bad—in order that God’s purpose 
of election might continue, not because of 
works but because of his call—she was 
told, ‘The older will serve the younger.’ 
As it is written, ‘Jacob I loved, but Esau I 
hated’” (9:11-13).

Because God is God, He is free to 
do with His creation as He pleases. He 
has no obligation to man. In His perfect 
sovereignty, and because of His great 
love, He chooses to have mercy on some. 
We cannot indict God as being unjust 
for His decision not to save all. “I will 
have mercy on whom I have mercy, 
and I will have compassion on whom 
I have compassion” (9:15). Ultimately, 
salvation does not depend on man but 
on God (9:16). Because God is free, He 
can have mercy on whomever He wills 
and harden whomever He wills (9:18).
We have become so accustomed to believe 
that man is ultimate in salvation. We cry 
out, “That is not fair!” We forget that God 
has no obligation to save anyone. We 
forget that all have sinned and deserve 
God’s wrath. We forget that fairness 
would mean that we all fall under God’s 
righteous judgment. God’s sovereignty, 
however, not only decides our salvation, 
it ensures our salvation. If salvation was 
left to the will of man, no one would be 
saved. The gospel is good news because 
an all-powerful God chose to save a 

.
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people for Himself and promises to keep 
them to the end. The only way we can 
take refuge in any of God’s promises is 
that He is completely sovereign and can 
work all things for our good. The ground 
of all our hope and assurance is based on 
God’s sovereignty.

The book of Romans provides us with 
such a deep understanding of so many 
crucial doctrines. Oftentimes, these doc-
trines are mentioned in other texts, but 
their light shines the clearest and bright-
est in Romans. This truth is confi rmed 
by the frequent references to Romans in 
New Testament theologies. A quick scan 
in the scripture indices demonstrates that 
Romans is always (at least in the four I 
checked) referenced more times than 
any other New Testament letter. Martin 
Luther concludes his introduction to 
Romans by stating, 

It may therefore be said that this 
epistle give the richest possible 
account of what a Christian ought to 
know, namely, the meaning of law, 
gospel, sin, punishment, grace, faith, 
righteousness, Christ, God, good 
works, love, hope, and the cross. It 
tells what our attitude should be to 
our fellows, whether righteous or 
sinful, strong or weak, friend or foe; 
and to our own selves. . . . There-
fore, it seems as if St. Paul had 
intended this epistle to set out, once 
for all, the whole Christian doctrine 
in brief, and to be an introduction 
preparatory to the whole of the Old 
Testament. For there can be no doubt 
that if we had this epistle well and 
truly in our hearts, we should pos-
sess the light and power found in 
the Old Testament. Therefore, every 
Christian ought to study Romans 
regularly and continuously.28

The Practical Value of Romans
A third reason that Romans is the 

greatest letter ever written involves its 
practical value. This letter not only gives 
us clarity regarding important doctrines, 

it also gives us unparalleled implications 
of what such theology means for our 
daily living. God is not only concerned 
about what we think but also how we 
live. Thus, Paul does not stop at the doc-
trinal level, but also gives us practical 
admonitions and advice. It is signifi cant 
that the doctrinal section comes fi rst. We 
need to know the “why” and “how” of 
living godly lives. It is no accident that 
when Paul transitions from the doctrinal 
section (chs. 1-11) to the practical section 
(chs. 12-16), he bases his exhortations on 
the mercies of God. He writes, “I appeal to 
you therefore, brothers, by the mercies of 
God, to present yourselves as a living sac-
rifi ce, holy and acceptable to God, which 
is your spiritual worship” (12:1). The word 
“therefore” refers the reader back to the 
previous 11 chapters. The gospel of Jesus 
Christ is God’s mercy to undeserving sin-
ners in giving his precious Son to die for 
them, in justifying them freely by faith, 
and by giving them his Holy Spirit, and 
in adopting them as his children. But that 
mercy has been especially highlighted in 
chapters 9-11. Salvation “depends not on 
human will or exertion, but on God, who 
has mercy” (9:16). God’s purpose in saving 
some is “to make known the riches of his 
glory for vessels of mercy” (9:23). Just as 
disobedient Gentiles “now have received 
mercy” (11:30), so too, disobedient Jews 
will “now receive mercy” (11:31) and thus 
he will “have mercy on all” (11:32).

Paul recalls for us the mercies of God. 
It is because of God’s mercy in Christ that 
we can live holy lives. It is because of God’s 
mercy in Christ that we can present our 
bodies as living sacrifi ces. All that we do 
should always be in view of God’s mercy 
in Christ. This section will consider the 
value of the practical implications given 
in Romans including the general exhor-
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tations of (ch. 12), the relationship of the 
Christian to the government (ch. 13), and 
the relationship between the weak and 
strong brothers (chs. 14-15).

The Exhortations of Chapter 12
In chapter 12 Paul gives a string of 

more than thirty commands: “present 
your bodies as a living sacrifi ce … do not 
be conformed to this world … be trans-
formed … not to think of himself more 
highly than he ought to think … think 
with sober judgment … let us use [our 
gifts] … Let love be genuine … Abhor 
what is evil … hold fast to what is good … 
Love one another with brotherly affection 
… Outdo one another in showing honor … 
Do not be slothful in zeal … be fervent in 
spirit … serve the Lord … Rejoice in hope 
… be patient in tribulation … be constant 
in prayer … Contribute to the needs of the 
saints … seek to show hospitality … Bless 
those who persecute you … bless and do 
not curse them … Rejoice with those who 
rejoice…weep with those who weep … 
Live in harmony with one another …Do 
not be haughty ... associate with the lowly 
… Never be conceited … Repay no one 
evil for evil … give thought to do what is 
honorable in the sight of all … live peace-
ably with all … never avenge yourselves 
… If your enemy is hungry, feed him … 
if he is thirsty, give him something to 
drink … Do not be overcome by evil … 
overcome evil with good.” Nowhere else 
in Paul’s writings, and possibly the entire 
Bible, are we given such concentration of 
ethical commands. Perhaps the closest 
parallels are found in the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt 5-7) or the book of James.

Paul wants believers to base their lives 
on God’s mercy. Mercy is needed if we 
are going to be successful in living faith-
fully to God’s commands. We cannot do 

it alone. Willpower will never suffi ce for 
at least two reasons. First, obedience to 
God’s commands takes a supernatural 
work of God. The natural man does not 
want to think soberly of himself. The 
natural man does not abhor what is evil. 
The natural man does not want to bless 
his enemies. Second, obedience to these 
commands involves more than outward 
conformity. We are called to obey out of 
a deep, heartfelt conviction. It is possible 
to achieve outward conformity to some of 
the commands such as associating with 
the lowly. But it is not possible for the nat-
ural man to obey God’s commands from 
the heart (such as to never be conceited). 
Furthermore, as Christians we are to do 
everything to the glory of God. If we try 
to obey God without being mindful of and 
reliant on his mercy, then we do not honor 
God. At all times we must depend on and 
rest in God’s mercy in Christ. 

The Christian and the Government
In his letter to the Romans, Paul does 

not only instruct Christians how to live 
personally and in communion with other 
believers, but also how to view their 
relationship with the government. Paul 
devotes seven verses to this topic (13:1-7). 
Although it is true that Peter also gives 
instruction concerning the Christian’s 
attitude and view of the government 
(1 Pet 2:13-17), Paul treats the subject in 
more detail. Paul opens by saying, “Let 
every person be subject to the govern-
ing authorities. For there is no authority 
except from God, and those that exist 
have been instituted by God” (13:1). What 
makes Paul’s command to submit to gov-
erning authorities extraordinary is the 
context in which he writes. 

Paul sent his letter to Rome sometime 
between A.D. 55-57. Only a few years 
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earlier (A.D. 49 or 50), the Roman emperor 
Claudius had expelled all Jews from 
Rome. The historian Suetonius states 
that Claudius expelled all the Jews from 
Rome because they were continually 
making disturbances at the instigation 
of “Chrestus.”29 Most scholars believe 
that Chrestus is a corruption of the name 
Christos [= Christ]. Apparently, violent 
debates between Jews and Jewish Chris-
tians broke out in Rome over the claims 
as to whether Jesus was the Messiah. 
This event is confi rmed in Acts where 
we read that Paul stayed with Aquila and 
Priscilla who had recently come from Italy 
“because Claudius had commanded all 
Jews to leave Rome” (Acts 18:2). Because 
the Roman government made no distinc-
tion between Judaism and Christianity, 
both Jews and Jewish Christians were 
affected. This edict lasted about fi ve years 
(until the death of Claudius) so that, by 
the time Paul writes Romans, Aquila and 
Priscilla are back in Rome (16:3).

What is amazing, and almost incon-
ceivable, is that Paul knew the history of 
the Roman government and their treat-
ment of Christians and still commands all 
Christians to be subject to their governing 
authorities. Perhaps Paul meant we are to 
be subject to only some governments—
that is, the good ones? But Paul gives the 
reason that Christians must obey all gov-
ernments: they are all appointed by God. 
Paul is declaring that God, in his divine 
sovereignty, is in control and actively 
appoints leaders in the world. Although 
this truth may be diffi cult for us to under-
stand and approve of, it is well-attested 
in Scripture. 

Take, for example, the reign of Nebu-
chadnezzar. He was an evil king who 
utterly destroyed Jerusalem, either killing 
its inhabitants or taking them into exile 

to Babylon. God told Jeremiah, “Now I 
have given all these lands into the hand 
of Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, 
my servant” (Jer 27:6). Similarly, Paul 
states that the civil authority is “God’s 
servant [diakonos] for your good” (13:4). 
According to the Bible, God established 
Nebuchadnezzar as king to accomplish 
His purposes.

Perhaps a better example is the rule 
of Pontius Pilate. He was not a righteous 
ruler but always did what was expedient. 
Moreover, he orchestrated the greatest 
injustice of all—the death of Jesus. Did 
God appoint Pilate as governor over 
Judea? Pilate says to Jesus, “You will not 
speak to me? Do you not know that I have 
authority to release you and authority to 
crucify you?” (John 19:10). To this Jesus 
replies, “You would have no authority 
over me at all unless it had been given 
you from above” (John 19:11; also see 1 
Kgs 12:15; Prov 21:1; Dan 2:21). According 
to the Bible, God—and no one else—gave 
Pilate his authority. Paul’s admonition 
to obey governing authorities is based 
on God’s sovereign appointment of such 
authorities. “Therefore, whoever resists 
the authorities resists what God has 
appointed” (13:2). By living in subjection 
to the authorities we “avoid God’s wrath” 
(13:5). Consequently, it is necessary for 
Christians to pay taxes to whom taxes 
are owed (13:6). 

Is there ever a time when Christians 
should disobey the government? Of course 
there is. Whenever the government com-
mands Christians to do things that are 
forbidden (e.g., confessing Caesar as 
Lord) or forbids Christians from doing 
what God commands (e.g., telling others 
about Jesus). This latter principle is well 
illustrated in Acts. After the apostles 
were arrested for preaching the gospel, 
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they were miraculously freed by an angel 
during the night. The next day, in obedi-
ence to the Lord (Acts 5:20), the apostles 
entered the temple and began to teach 
the people. After being arrested a second 
time the high priest stated, “We strictly 
charged you not to teach in this name” 
(Acts 5:28). To this Peter replied, “We must 
obey God rather than men” (Acts 5:29). 

It is not easy for a Christian to navigate 
life seeking to glorify God and, at the 
same time, honoring government offi cials 
that God has appointed. Our highest 
allegiance must always go to Christ. But 
we must realize that we dishonor Christ 
when we fail to give respect to whom 
respect is owed and honor to whom 
honor is owed (13:7). Paul’s instruction in 
Romans 13 helps the Christian maintain 
this important balance.

The Weak and the Strong
The fi nal practical area we will consider 

is Paul’s advice to Christians in relation to 
those who are “weak in faith” (14:1) and 
those “who are strong” (15:1). Although 
Paul does not describe the identity of 
the “weak” and the “strong,” these refer-
ences most likely refer to the Jewish and 
Gentile division that was occurring in 
the church. When the church fi rst began, 
it probably consisted primarily of Jewish 
Christians. After the edict of Claudius 
expelling all Jews from Rome, the Gentile 
believers found themselves in control of 
the church. But when Paul writes Romans, 
many Jews would have returned to Rome 
(e.g., Aquila and Priscilla), although the 
Gentiles would probably still have been 
the majority. The issue Paul addresses, 
then, is how weak Jewish Christians (who 
sometimes get hung up on food laws) and 
strong Gentile Christians (who might 
insist on their freedom in Christ) relate 

to each other.
Paul’s instruction focuses on the role 

of the strong. It is likely that the Gentile 
Christians, still holding the majority, were 
being insensitive to the Jewish believ-
ers and thus causing them to stumble. 
This emphasis on the strong is seen in 
a number of texts. In 14:1 he commands 
the congregation to “welcome” the one 
“who is weak in faith.” In 14:13 he urges 
them “never to put a stumbling block or 
hindrance in the way of another.” He then 
gives an example of a strong brother caus-
ing a weak brother to stumble: “For if your 
[weak] brother is grieved by what you eat, 
you are no longer walking in love” (14:15). 
Again he writes, “Do not, for the sake of 
food, destroy the work of God. Everything 
is indeed clean, but it is wrong for anyone 
to make another stumble by what he 
eats” (14:20). Lastly, Paul concludes, “We 
who are strong have an obligation to bear 
with the failings of the weak, and not to 
please ourselves” (15:1). So it is clear that 
although Paul sometimes exhorts both the 
weak and the strong (14:3, 10), his main 
task is to encourage the strong to be loving 
and considerate of those who are weaker 
in their faith.

Paul’s teaching about the weak and the 
strong is important because these groups 
always exist in the church. Paul gives us 
necessary instruction about how we are to 
view our freedom in Christ. He teaches us 
that sometimes we need to be fl exible with 
our convictions (in the realm of adiaphora) 
and yield to the practices of others.

We have been seeking to demonstrate 
that part of the reason that Romans is the 
greatest letter ever written is due to its 
practical nature. Paul does not leave us at 
theology but builds on that theology giv-
ing us practical instructions as to how we 
ought to live in view of God’s mercy. Paul 
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deals with many more practical issues 
than those mentioned in chapters 12-15. 
He speaks on homosexuality (1:26-27), 
fighting against sin (6:12-14), freedom 
from the law (7:1-25), walking in the Spirit 
(8:1-27), and evangelism and mission 
(10:14-21; 15:14-33). 

Conclusion
Christians believe that Romans is no 

ordinary letter written by an ordinary 
man. Rather, we believe that God used 
the life and personality of the Apostle 
Paul so that the words that he wrote are 
the inspired, infallible words of God. 
Although Romans was written nearly 
2,000 years ago, it is still read by mil-
lions of Christians and is the focus of 
countless sermons. No other letter in 
the history of the world has received as 
much attention or has been given as much 
consideration as Paul’s letter to the church 
at Rome. For example, Martin Lloyd- 
Jones preached verse-by-verse through 
the book of Romans at Westminster 
Chapel, London, on Friday evenings for 
thirteen years (1955-68). In his very fi rst 
sermon at Tenth Presbyterian Church in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, Donald Grey 
Barnhouse began preaching through the 
book of Romans. For three and one half 
years he preached Romans week-by-week 
without ever preaching a sermon outside 
of Romans. What effect did this type of 
preaching have on the congregation? 
Barnhouse comments, “I saw the church 
transformed.”30 Twenty years later he 
decided to preach through Romans once 
again—this time at a much slower pace. 
The fi rst chapter alone took twenty-seven 
Sundays. John Piper preached more than 
200 sermons in his Romans series that 
spanned more than eight years (1998-
2006). Rick Warren preached a thirty-six 

week series to his congregation at Saddle-
back during the mid-week service. He 
writes, “I believe this is one of the great-
est Bible studies I’ve taken our church 
through over the years.”31 The power 
of Romans will never diminish because 
the God of Romans will never diminish. 
Paul’s letter to the church at Rome is the 
greatest letter ever written because of its 
great impact in history, its grand theology 
about Christ, and its practical instructions 
for Christian living.
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Introduction
In Rom 3:19-20, Paul delivers the coup de 

grâce of the closing argument of his indict-
ment of humanity. 

And we know that whatever the 
Law says it says to those in the Law’s 
jurisdiction, in order that every 
mouth may be stopped and all the 
world may be liable to God. For on 
the basis of deeds required by the 
law no fl esh shall be declared righ-
teous, for through the law comes 
knowledge of sin.

Of the various significant issues that 
exegetes address, in this text, one that 
receives too little attention is the inner 
logic of verse 19. Given Paul’s claim—“that 
whatever the Law says it says to those in 
the Law’s jurisdiction”—how does the 
Law’s condemnation of Jews stop “every 
mouth” and hold “all the world . . . liable 
to God”? Expressed differently, how does 
the Law’s indictment of Jews stop the 
mouths of Gentiles also and hold Jews and 
Gentiles, together, liable before God?

There is no question that, in the tra-
dition of Israel’s prophets, the apostle 
Paul indicts Gentiles and Jews alike. 
He expressly says as much (Rom 3:9). 
His indictment of Gentiles is clear. He 
grounds his indictment of Gentiles in 

God’s universal self-revelation, “even 
though they knew God, they did not glo-
rify him as God or offer thanks, but they 
became futile in their thinking and their 
foolish heart was darkened” (Rom 1:21). 
Yet, as he closes his universal indictment 
of humans, Paul claims that the Mosaic 
Law has a function that somehow extends 
beyond its evident, restricted covenant 
jurisdiction—“we know that whatever 
the Law says it says to those who are in 
the Law’s jurisdiction” (3:19). The Law 
condemns Jews, but the same Law silences 
the whole world of Gentiles also before 
God’s judgment bar. 

How does Paul reach the conclusion 
that the Law’s indictment of Jews spills 
over to hold “all the world . . . liable to 
God”? Generally, commentators propose 
that Paul uses an a fortiori (from the 
greater to the lesser) argument: “if Jews, 
God’s chosen people, cannot be excluded 
from the scope of sin’s tyranny, then it 
surely follows that Gentiles, who have no 
claim on God’s favor, are also guilty.”1 In 
Paul’s prosecution of Jews and Gentiles 
alike (Rom 3:9), does his argument draw 
a tighter relationship between the two 
than the passing observation exegetes 
tend to make when they identify the a 
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fortiori nature of his closing argument? 
While a fortiori explains the rhetorical 

nature of Paul’s assertion, is this suffi cient 
to explain the inner logic that allows him 
to reason from the Law’s indictment of 
its covenant subjects, the Israelites, to the 
indictment of the whole world?

I will argue that Paul’s summary 
assertion in Rom 3:19-20 is fi tting, not 
principally because the functions of Torah 
and of Natural Law coalesce to indict 
everyone, but because, like Adam, Israel 
fi lls the representative role of humanity.2 
Both Adam and Israel came under God’s 
commandment. Both became idolaters. 
As Adam, so also Israel served as a rep-
resentative type for all humanity. It is 
for this reason, then, that Paul says “that 
whatever the Law says it says to those in 
the Law’s jurisdiction, in order that every 
mouth may be stopped and all the world 
may be liable to God.”

Echoes of Adam and Israel in 
Romans 1:21-25

Long ago scholars commented on 
echoes of Adam and of Israel that they 
heard in Rom 1:23.3 Taking cues from 
Hyldahl’s short study, Morna Hooker 
offered an insightful and suggestive essay 
that has received inadequate attention, 
especially given the surging interest in 
intertextuality. Hooker focuses her essay 
upon echoes of the Genesis narrative con-
cerning Adam.4 She suggests numerous 
Old Testament passages that surface in 
Romans 1 as Paul indicts Adam’s descen-
dants.5 In a later essay, Hooker teases 
readers with an intriguing linkage of 
Adam and Israel, but leaves development 
of the association for others.6 

A. J. M. Wedderburn examines Hook-
er’s thesis in his own essay on “Adam in 
Romans.”7 He engages Hooker’s provoca-

tive essay, but he does not address how 
Paul integrates his allusion to Israel and 
to Adam into his argument in Romans. 
Wedderburn devotes his essay to how the 
story of Adam shaped Paul’s argument in 
Rom 1:18ff and 7:7ff. His discussion, how-
ever, does not address Paul’s interlacing 
of the story of Adam’s idolatry with the 
story of Israel’s idolatry. Consequently, 
Wedderburn offers no integrative sense 
concerning how Paul’s subtle allusions 
to Israel and to Adam in Rom 1:21-25 
fi gure in the Letter to the Romans, par-
ticularly Paul’s concluding statement of 
his universal indictment of humanity in 
Rom 3:19-20.

In his recent commentary, Ben With-
erington seems to overreact against Hyl-
dahl’s and Hooker’s insights as if they 
forced “the story of Adam into Rom. 1:18-
32.”8 Offering little refl ection upon any 
Old Testament allusions in Paul’s account, 
Witherington asserts, “the real echoes are 
of Wisdom of Solomon 10-14.”9 Regrettably, 
exegetes do not adequately tease out how 
Paul’s subtle but sure evocative linkage 
of Israel and Adam in Rom 1:21-25 estab-
lishes the apostle’s allusive and express 
use of Israel and of Adam in his Letter 
to the Romans as playing representative 
roles with reference to humanity’s corrup-
tion and plight. This is not to suggest that 
no essayist demonstrates the role of Adam 
and Israel in Paul’s theology.10 Nor is it to 
imply that all commentators have failed 
to draw links forward in Romans from 
1:21-25.11 What is lacking is an adequate 
unraveling of Paul’s allusive entangling 
of Adam and of Israel as typological 
representatives of humanity as he pros-
ecutes God’s indictment of unrighteous 
humanity within Rom 1:18-3:20. What lies 
beyond this essay is the programmatic 
theological signifi cance that this double 
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allusion—Adam and Israel—in 1:21-25 
bears throughout the apostle’s justifi ca-
tion of God’s righteousness in his Letter 
to the Romans.12

As Paul begins prosecuting his charge 
against the Gentiles, he argues God’s 
lawsuit against the Gentiles fi rst, but he 
does so with strong echoes of Old Testa-
ment narratives concerning both Adam 
and Israel. In particular, in Rom 1:21-25 
Paul adeptly, though in a veiled manner, 
links Israel’s exchange of the glory of God 
for the image of a grass-eating bull with 
Adam’s exchange of the truth of God for 
falsehood.13 Israel, God’s “fi rstborn son” 
(Exod 4:22-23), traded away “their glory;” 
they swapped their glory, Yahweh who 
has no form, for the form of a bull that 
has no glory but eats grass.

The apostle synthesizes Israel’s trading 
away their glory, Yahweh, and Adam’s 
substituting falsehood for the truth of 
God into a representative portrayal of 
the primal sin of all humanity that incurs 
the plight of God’s wrath. This suggests 
that Paul understands Israel, like Adam, 
to have a representative and typological 
role. Adam, who was a “type of the one 
who was to come” (Rom 5:14), was also 
representative of all humanity. Though 
Paul does not expressly identify Israel 
as fi lling this role, suffi cient indicators 
in the text of Romans suggest that he 
viewed Israel as recapitulating Adam’s 
representative and typological role. Both 
Adam and Israel, stood representatively 
for all humanity while they also presaged 
Messiah who would come as the faithful 
and obedient one to take upon himself 
God’s wrath, thus revealing that God is 
righteous, keeping his covenant. Paul’s 
veiled interlacing of Israel’s idolatry with 
Adam’s idolatry in Rom 1:21-25 anchors 
his use of both in his letter as representa-

tively and typologically set forth by God. 
The apostle’s allusion in 1:23 to Israel’s 
idolatry grounds his presentation of Israel 
as representative of “the whole world” 
as he closes his indictment of humanity 
in 3:19–“And we know that whatever the 
Law says it says to those who are in the 
Law’s jurisdiction, in order that every 
mouth may be stopped and all the world 
may be liable to God.”14

Following in the tradition of the 
prophets, Paul prosecutes God’s lawsuit 
against humanity by defending God’s 
righteousness and by indicting human-
ity as unrighteousness. As he begins 
his arraignment of humanity before 
God’s judgment bar, Paul punctuates his 
prosecutorial charges with reverberat-
ing echoes from the Old Testament that 
eventually converge upon the Genesis 
narrative of creation and fall.

Though Paul makes no explicit men-
tion of either Adam or Israel, his allusions 
are too evident to dismiss the roles both 
Adam and Israel play in his prosecution of 
humanity.15 Paul weaves Israel’s exchange 
of the glory of God for the image of a 
beast together with Adam’s exchange of 
the truth of God for falsehood as repre-
sentative of humanity’s rejection of God 
for idols. Humanity’s fundamental sin is 
idolatry, forsaking worship of the Creator, 
the one true God, to worship the creature. 
Paul expresses humanity’s primal sin: 
“even though they knew God, they did 
not glorify him as God or offer thanks, but 
they became futile in their thinking and 
their foolish heart was darkened.”16 

Echoes of Israel’s Idolatry in 
Romans 1:23-24

It is not surprising that the tone and 
vocabulary of Paul’s prosecution of 
humanity for idolatry bears resemblance 
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to the prophets’ indictments of Israel. In 
Rom 1:21 Paul seems to allude purposely 
to Jeremiah’s lawsuit by way of tone and 
vocabulary. This is apparent with Paul’s 
use of emataiouthēsan (“became worth-
less;” “became futile”), the verb the LXX 
uses to translate Jer 2:5, “they went after 
worthless things and became worthless 
themselves.”

Jeremiah’s lawsuit against the house-
holds of Jacob and of Israel, to which 
Paul alludes, calls to memory the exodus 
generation that fell in the wilderness. Paul 
echoes Jeremiah’s lawsuit against Israel 
once again in Rom 1:23 with the words, 
“they exchanged the glory.”17 Paul’s 
indictment of humanity’s idolatry—“they 
became fools and exchanged the glory of 
the incorruptible God for the likeness of 
the image of corruptible man”—resembles 
Jeremiah’s charge against Israel—“Has a 
nation changed its gods, even though they 
are no gods? But my people have changed 
their glory for that which does not profi t” 
(Jer 2:5, ESV). The echo is muted somewhat 
because the LXX of Jer 2:11 uses allasō 
(exchange) without en. Nevertheless, men-
tion of glory (doxa) as the thing exchanged 
away reinforces the echo of Jer 2:11.18

Whether Paul’s words merely resemble 
or purposely allude to Jeremiah 2, it can 
hardly be disputed that Rom 1:23 delib-
erately echoes Ps 106:20 (105:20, LXX).19 We 
hear an echo concerning worship of the 
golden calf in the fi rst phrase of 1:23 with 
allassō . . . en, which preserves the Septua-
gint’s rigid rendering of the Hebrew idiom 
(mur . . . be) which denotes “exchange of 
one thing for another.”20 By using this 
rather wooden Greek expression Paul 
signals that he purposely preserves the 
LXX Hebraism as he alludes to Ps 106:20. 
Within the New Testament, allassō pri-
marily means “change.”21 This Hebraic 

use of allassō . . . en denoting “exchange” 
occurs only in Rom 1:23, followed in 1:25 
and 1:26, where Paul uses the compound 
form, metallassō . . . en and metallassō . . . eis, 
respectively. Whether Paul substitutes the 
active form (ēllaxan) for the middle form of 
the LXX (ēllaxanto) or whether he refl ects 
an extinct Greek version of the Psalms,22 
his use of the non-compound form in 1:23 
signals an allusion to Ps 106:20 where 
the LXX (Ps 105:20) uses the same idiom 
employing the same verb form (ēllaxanto 

tēn doxan . . . en homoiōmati).
Paul’s allusive use of Psalm 106 does 

not terminate upon the psalm itself 
because Psalm 106, like Psalm 105, recites 
the Lord’s mighty deeds on behalf of 
Israel who responded with rebellion and 
with idolatry. Refl ecting a sense of both 
historical and literary continuity with 
the Pentateuch, the psalmist succinctly 
captures in song the gravity, irony, and 
treachery of Israel’s idolatry, harking back 
to the incident of the golden calf. “They 
exchanged their Glory for the image of 
a bull that eats grass” (NIV). Psalm 106:20 
reads “their glory” (tēn doxan autōn [LXX] 
and kabodam [MT]), but Paul writes, “the 
glory of the incorruptible God,” under-
standing “their glory” as a metonym that 
substitutes the attribute (glory) for the 
person (God). Thus, God himself is “their 
glory.”23 Given the sardonic humor in the 
psalmist’s portrayal of Israel’s exchange, 
choosing “the image of a bull that eats 

grass,” is it conceivable that the psalm-
ist accents Israel’s exchange by injecting 
subtle and wry humor as his own literary 
exchange, substituting the circumlocution 
“their glory” by way of metonymy for 
“God”? It seems he does.

By alluding to Ps 106:20, Paul draws 
into his readers’ purview the full litany 
of Israel’s treachery and unfaithfulness 
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to Yahweh from exodus to exile recited by 
the psalm. Though privileged with God’s 
covenant blessings, Psalm 106 portrays 
Israel as essentially the same as the Gen-
tiles who were outside Yahweh’s covenant. 
Israel’s unfaithfulness, though, does not 
nullify God’s steadfast love (106:1). Rather, 
Israel’s redemption is owing entirely to 
the fact that God remembers his covenant 
and relents according to his steadfast love 
(106:45).

Paul fuses his allusion to Psalm 106 
with allusions to other Old Testament 
passages. His allusive use of Ps 106:20, 
itself, entails allusion to Exodus 32-34, 
the account of Israel’s exchange of God’s 
glory for the image of a creature.24 Scott 
Hafemann demonstrates that the Exodus 
narrative associates Israel’s “creation” at 
Sinai and Israel’s “fall” in the incident of 
the golden calf with the creation-fall nar-
rative of Genesis 1-3.

Like the original creation narrative, 
the re-creation of a people to enjoy 
God’s presence at Sinai is followed 
by a “fall” which separates them 
from the glory of God. As such, like 
Adam and Eve, Israel’s sin with the 
golden calf becomes both determi-
native and paradigmatic for Israel’s 
future history as God’s people, since 
it was a denial of the covenant prom-
ises at their essential point, i.e. the 
revelation of YHWH’s character as 
revealed through his deliverance of 
Israel from Egypt as the means for 
granting the promised land. . . . As 
R. P. Carroll has observed, “In the 
overall pattern of the Pentateuch 
the rebellion motif functioned in 
relation to the Exodus in the same 
way as the disobedience of Adam in 
the garden of Eden which ruined the 
goodness of the divine creation.”25

Israel’s pleading with Moses to place a veil 
over his face to shield them from Yahweh’s 
glory, shining from his face, accents what 
the psalmist captures when he wrote, 
“They exchanged their Glory for an image 

of a bull, which eats grass” (NIV).
Not only does Paul frame his indict-

ment of humanity against the backdrop 
of Israel’s apostasy in the wilderness, 
he also expresses God’s punishment for 
idolatry with an allusion to Ps 106:41. His 
thrice-used expression “he gave them over 
. . . unto” (paredōken autous . . . eis; Rom 
1:24, 26, 28) seems likely to echo the same 
words from Ps 106:41, “he gave them over 

into the hands of the Gentiles” (paredōken 

autous eis; 105:41, LXX), which in turn refl ect 
the repeated clause in Judges (2:14; 6:1; 
13:1) and in numerous other passages. 
Humanity’s exchange of “the glory of 
God for the image of the likeness of cor-
ruptible man and birds and animals and 
reptiles” received God’s ironic measure-
for-measure punishment, one substitution 
for another, the exchange of natural rela-
tions for those that are contrary to nature 
(Rom 1:26, metēllaxan tēn thusikēn chēsin eis 

tēn para phusin). “God handed them over 
to dishonorable passions–their women 
exchanged the natural use of their bod-
ies for that which is against nature, and 
likewise the men” (Rom 1:26-27).26 

Echoes of Adam’s Idolatry in 
Romans 1:25

Made in God’s likeness, all humanity 
has exchanged the glory of the incorrupt-
ible God, refl ected in their own likeness 
of the Creator, for their own creation of 
an image made after their own likeness 
or of the likeness of birds or of animals 
or of reptiles. Deep irony reverberates in 
the echo of Gen 1:20-28, for the incorrupt-
ible God appointed corruptible mankind, 
the unique bearers of God-likeness, to 
have dominion over creatures. Instead, 
humanity bows in worship and homage 
to images made to look like corruptible 
mankind and like creatures. To under-
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score this tragic irony Paul reiterates the 
exchange in Rom 1:25. Yet, Paul does not 
merely repeat his words of 1:23. Verse 25 
is an intensifi ed version of verse 23 with 
stronger echoes of the narrative of Adam’s 
fall. In verse 23 Paul’s veiled reference to 
the creation narrative concerning man’s 
dominion over creatures (Gen 1:20-28) 
prompts what seems to be an evident 
allusion to Adam’s disobedience in Eden 
when the apostle says, “They exchanged 
the truth of God for the lie and worshiped 
and served the creature rather than the 
Creator, who is blessed forever.”27 

Eight times in Romans Paul uses 
alētheia (1:18, 25; 2:2, 8, 20; 3:7; 9:1; 15:8). 
Of these eight, three use the expression 
hē alētheia tou theou (the truth[fulness] of 
God; 1:25; 3:7; 15:8). Commentators rou-
tinely pass over any consideration that 
Paul’s use of the expression in 1:25 may 
anticipate his later uses in 3:7 and 15:8. 
Morris summarizes only three possible 
senses for “the truth of God” (hē alētheia 

tou theou).28 (1) Take the abstract concept 
“truth of God” for the concrete, God 
himself.29 In such a case, the genitive 
(tou theou) would be appositional—“the 
true God”—especially if pseudos means 
“idol” as in Isa 44:20 (LXX). (2) The expres-
sion may denote the truth God has made 
known, “the reality consisting of God 
Himself and His self-revelation.”30 (3) Or, 
the expression may suggest “the truth 
about God.” Missing from Morris’ list of 
plausible senses for hē alētheia tou theou is 
its evident meaning in Rom 3:7 and 15:8, 
denoting “God’s truthfulness,” referring 
to God’s reliability, his steadfastness, his 
faithfulness to keep his word.31 

 Käsemann expressly dismisses hē 

alētheia tou theou as denoting “an attri-
bute of God.”32 Yet, if Paul is alluding to 
the narrative of Adam’s disobedience, 

such dismissal seems shortsighted. 
Humanity’s penchant for falsifi cation of 
reality originates from an exchange of 
the truthfulness of God for falsehood. 
Commentators regularly pass over the 
possibility that Paul’s use of the expres-
sion in 1:25 foreshadows his later uses in 
3:7 and 15:8. Yet, in 3:7 Paul juxtaposes 
“God’s truthfulness” over against “my 
[Israel’s] falsehood” or “unreliability” 
(hē emos pseusmati; cf. 3:4, ginesthō de ho 

theos alēthēs. Pas de anthrōpos pseutēs). It is 
evident that Paul’s uses of hē alētheia tou 

theou in 3:7 and in 15:8 refer to God’s reli-
ability as do his expressions hē pistis tou 

theou (God’s faithfulness; 3:3) and theou 

dikaiosunē (God’s righteousness; 3:5). The 
linkage between 1:23 and 1:25 with 3:7 is 
made more evident by the collocation of 
words in the two contexts: “the glory of 
God” and “the truthfulness of God” over 
against that which is false or unreliable.

Though Rom 1:25 likely picks up Paul’s 
mention of humanity’s suppression of 
truth in the sense of “the way things really 
are” (hē alētheia; 1:18), the fact that Paul 
adds the genitive modifi er, tou theou in 
verse 25, brings Paul’s focus onto God him-
self. Dunn rightly observes that hē alētheia 

tou theou in verse 25 simultaneously con-
notes the truth of God’s “invisible nature” 
and “his cosmic power” disclosed in 
creation but also “the implication of God’s 
reliability and trustworthiness.”33 This 
is especially true in view of the contrast 
between incorruptible God and corruptible 

man in verse 23. Bartering away God’s 
reliability for falsehood, which is utterly 
unreliable, is the root of human sinful-
ness. An echo from Eden seems evident, 
an allusion to Adam’s exchange of God’s 
reliable warning (“in the day you eat of 
it [tree of knowledge of good and evil] 
you will surely die” [Gen 2:17]) for the 
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serpent’s falsehood (“You will not surely 
die” [Gen 3:4]).34 Thus, one may translate, 
“They exchanged the truthfulness of God 
for falsehood and worshiped and served 
the creature rather than the Creator, who 
is blessed forever.”

Conclusion: Adam and Israel as 
Types in Romans 1:21-25

Paul’s Old Testament allusions to 
Adam’s idolatry through Israel’s idolatry 
by way of allusive uses of Jeremiah 2 and 
Psalm 106 gives warrant to Wedderburn’s 
observation:

In conclusion we may therefore say 
that what we have in Rom. 1:18ff. 
seems to be a synthetic description 
in which the ideas of Gen. 3 have 
played a part, along with other Old 
Testament passages describing Isra-
el’s fall into idolatry and later expe-
rience of idolatry; these different 
materials have been superimposed 
the one upon the other to produce 
a composite narrative.35

It is true that Rom 1:21-25 does not specifi -
cally describe the fall of Adam and Eve.36 
However, Paul’s veiled but purposeful 
Old Testament allusions render it too 
evident to suppress the fact that he delib-
erately portrays humanity’s wickedness 
in terms of the biblical accounts of Israel’s 
and Adam’s common moral and spiritual 
failure–their idolatry.37 In other words, 
Paul not only frames his prosecutorial 
indictment of humanity upon the biblical 
narrative, borrowing from the prophets’ 
lawsuit motif, but he does so with refer-
ence to Adam but referring back through 
Israel, for both are representative fi gures 
within the biblical narrative and both 
have typological signifi cance for Christ 
in relation to his people.38

Given the Old Testament’s association 
of Israel’s fall at Sinai with Adam’s fall in 
Eden, it is not surprising that Paul draws 

the two incidents together into a synthe-
sized indictment of humanity. Israel reen-
acted Adam’s moral failure. Like Adam, 
Israel plays at least a dual typological role 
in God’s drama of redemption. Adam 
and Israel alike serve as types of the one 
who was to come, but bound inseparably 
to this typological role, both also func-
tion as representatives for all humanity. 
Thus, when Israel exchanged the glory 
of God for the image of a bull that eats 
grass, Israel acted out under the Law’s 
jurisdiction what the Gentiles did while 
not possessing the Law.39 So, when Israel 
exchanged the glory of God for the image 
of the likeness of a creature, privileged 
Israel reenacted Adam’s fall and showed 
that they were idolaters just like the Gen-
tiles.40 This provides warrant for Paul’s 
concluding statement of his indictment of 
humanity: “And we know that whatever 
the Law says it says to those who are 
under the Law’s jurisdiction, in order that 
every mouth may be stopped and all the 
world may be liable to judgment by God” 
(Rom 3:19).

That both Adam and Israel figure 
prominently in Paul’s Letter to the 
Romans is unambiguous. That both 
Adam and Israel represented humanity 
according to Paul’s gospel exposition is 
evident, though Israel’s representation 
is not equally acknowledged or devel-
oped among scholars. That Paul roots 
his indictment of humanity within Rom 
1:18-25 in both Adam’s and Israel’s repre-
sentative and typological roles is largely 
passed over by scholars who nonetheless 
see either Adam’s disobedience or Israel’s 
unfaithfulness or both as the backdrop 
of Rom 7:7-13 and 7:14-25.41 Given the Old 
Testament allusions we have pondered 
in Rom 1:21-25, it seems evident that the 
apostle’s appeal to Adam, whether explic-
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itly as a type of Christ (5:14) or implicitly 
as a type of all humanity, is embedded 
within Paul’s indictment of the Gentiles 
(1:18-25). Likewise, it seems evident that 
Paul’s use of Israel throughout 2:1-3:20 
and as the typological foil of unfaithful-
ness (esp. 3:3) in contrast to the faithful-
ness of Jesus Christ (3:21ff) and again 
as representative of the wretched man’s 
plight, knowing the good one ought to 
do but incapable of doing it (7:14-25) fi nds 
itself fi rst embedded in the apostle’s case 
against the Gentiles where he indicts 
humanity by alluding to Israel’s repre-
sentative role for humanity when God’s 
covenant people exchanged the glory of 
God who bears no visible form for a bull 
that has no glory in itself but has visible 
form and eats grass. Humanity, appointed 
to rule over the creatures, fell below the 
creature to which they bowed in worship 
and came to serve.

Only in Christ will dominion over 
creatures be fully restored to God’s new 
humanity (5:17, “those who will reign in 
life”) and will “the glory of God” be com-
pletely restored to those who await it in 
hope (5:2; 8:18, 21) to those who have fallen 
short of “the glory of God” (3:23). Christ, 
as the new Israel and as the new Adam 
reverses the fortunes of both the first 
Adam and the fi rst Israel. Christ does not 
merely replace Israel and Adam by bring-
ing forth a new nation or a new humanity, 
but he exchanges Israel’s unfaithfulness 
with his faithfulness (3:21-31) and he 
exchanges Adam’s disobedience with his 
own obedience (5:12-19) so that his new 
people will be fully redeemed.
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Introduction
Over the past decade a former student 

of mine has successfully planted a church 
in The Woodlands near Houston. I admire 
his success in this huge undertaking. But 
how could anyone possibly plant more than 

140 churches? That was the achievement 
of O. R. “Benny” Delmar, who died on 
January 25, 2007, at age 88. From Arizona 
to Wyoming and Montana and even Can-
ada, Delmar left a rarely equaled church 
planting legacy.1

This required great sacrifi ce on his part. 
The SBC Home Mission Board (now North 
American Mission Board) hired him in the 
early 1950s for $200 a month—and a set 
expense stipend. His wife Jo’s salary paid 
for much of the phone call and gasoline 
expense as Benny drove upward of 70,000 
miles some years, traversing especially 
the Dakotas, Wyoming, and Montana.

What moved this man to such dedica-
tion? Carl Rice, an old friend of Delmar’s, 
gives a clue. He tells of driving across 
Wyoming with Delmar, who at one point 
told Rice to stop the car. They got out and 
surveyed a town in the valley below. Rice 
still recalls the incident:

“Look down on all those houses,” 
Benny said, and I can still hear the 
pathos in his voice and see the tears 
in his eyes, “All those people are 
going to spend eternity someplace,” 
he said. Just the thought of any 
person going to hell without even 
the chance to hear the Gospel—
that would always move Benny to 
tears. 

Eschatology—what is going to happen 
in the end, with its present gripping 
implications—moved Benny Delmar to 
an exemplary life in service of the gospel 
of Jesus Christ. 

This essay will argue that eschatology 
pervades Romans and goes far toward 
explaining key elements of what this 
great book contains. It also helps account 
for Paul’s tireless missionary drive. It is 
hard not to see a tie between Delmar’s 
intensity (above) and Paul’s confession of 
“great sorrow and unceasing anguish,” 
even willingness to be “accursed and cut 
off from Christ for the sake of my broth-
ers, my kinsmen according to the fl esh” 
(Rom 9:2, 3).2 

Admittedly, to assert the centrality of 
eschatology to the message of Romans is 
a controversial claim. The epistle is com-
monly thought to be primarily about other 
things. Through much of church history 
and particularly since the Reformation, 
Romans has been treated as a compen-
dium of Christian or at least Pauline 
doctrine. Its contribution to the doctrine 
of justifi cation by faith, or more broadly 
to the content and character of the gospel, 
has received particular attention. This 
approach still fi nds followers currently.3

In 1977 Karl Donfried’s The Romans 

Debate appeared, with an expanded new 
edition brought out in 1991.4 The essays 
contained in this anthology signaled an 
end to the dominance of the Romans-as-
personal-soteriology outlook. For the last 
quarter century, the purpose of Romans 
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and to a considerable extent its content 
and message have been up for grabs. 
Beverly Roberts Gaventa has noted today’s 
“booming enterprise” of Romans study, 
typifi ed in “lively interest in Paul’s inter-
pretation of the Old Testament, the ethnic 
confl icts that appear to stand behind the 
letter, ongoing interest in Paul’s under-
standing of Judaism, argumentative style, 
the roles of the women named in Romans 
16.”5 To this Gaventa adds her own stress 
on Romans’ apocalyptic framework, an 
emphasis pioneered, as Gaventa notes, by 
Ernst Käsemann, J. Christiaan Beker, and 
J. Louis Martyn.6

The consensus today, to the extent we 
can speak of one, is that Romans should 
not be treated as a compendium of either 
Pauline or Christian theology. It should 
rather be seen as refl ecting a particular 
historical and especially social situation. 
It is a statement about political and civic 
realities in Rome,7 or Jew-Gentile relations 
internal and external to the early church,8 
rather than a foundational compilation 
(much less revelation) of Christian doc-
trine. Even where there is still talk of a 
dominant theme or theological emphasis 
in Romans, there is little widespread 
agreement among scholars on what is pri-
mary. “Faced with a multitude of compet-
ing suggestions, many scholars despair of 
fi xing upon any one purpose and prefer 
to speak of ‘reasons’ rather than a reason 
for Romans.”9

Yet there is one apparent point of agree-
ment in the recent melee of investigations. 
In a survey by James C. Miller of over 300 
books and articles dealing with Romans 
and appearing from 1991 to 2001, the 
word “eschatology” does not appear in 
any title.10 Eschatology receives primary 
attention in few if any of these hundreds 
of studies.11

The formidable diversity in current 
Romans scholarship should not divert 
attention from the strong undercurrent 
of eschatology that dots the epistle from 
start to fi nish and pervades certain sec-
tions. Despite the fact that there is, to my 
knowledge, no book devoted solely to 
the eschatology of Romans, it is a subject 
worth exploring in the interest of a better 
understanding—and presentation—of 
the message of Romans.

Eschatology and the 
Discourse Flow of Romans

Robert Longacre and Wilber Wallace 
highlight the eschatology of Romans at 
least in the title of their study “Soteriol-
ogy and Eschatology in Romans.”12 They 
detect persuasive discourse in Rom 1-5, 
hortatory discourse in Rom 6-8, predictive 
discourse in Rom 9-11, and another round 
of hortatory discourse in Rom 12:1-15:12 
(other portions have their classifi cation 
but need not concern us here). The main 
strand of discourse, in their view, is sote-
riological. 

But there is a second and highly signifi -
cant strand. They suggest that Rom 1:17 
(with its citation of Hab 2:4) combines with 
the catena in Rom 15:9-12 to form “a grand 
inclusio that lexically brackets the whole 
body of the epistle.”13 In this scheme Rom 
9-11 is not an aside; it links conceptually 
with 1:17 and 15:9-12 to form a “smaller 
discourse” that is eschatological in ori-
entation. This is intertwined with (which 
they distinguish from being embedded 
in) the “larger discourse,” the soteriologi-
cal sections which they fi nd dominating 
the epistle.

Longacre and Wallace provide a careful 
study showing the central place of escha-
tology in Romans on literary grounds. 
Paul’s “prophetic view,”14 expressed in the 
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passages they fl ag, is “an eschatological 
high point” that in some ways even tran-
scends the lofty claims of Romans 8—the 
admitted “grandeur” of which neverthe-
less “stops short of doxology.”15 Not so 
Romans 9-11—as Rom 11:33-36 eloquently 
attests. Longacre and Wallace alert us 
to the possibility that if we approach 
Romans looking for references to, or at 
least reverberations of, eschatology we 
are likely to fi nd them. And they are not 
just on the fringes but are integral to the 
thought and ethical appeals of Romans.

Non-eschatological Futures in 
Romans

One way to analyze the eschatology 
of Romans is to take special note of 
future tense verbs.16 These occur in over 
eighty verses in Romans. Of course not 
all such verbs have anything to do with 
eschatology. In Romans, Paul is fond of a 
rhetorical device using the future form 
of legō (“I say”) and translated some-
thing like “What shall we say?” (Rom 
3:5; cf. 4:1; 6:1; 7:7; 8:31; 9:1, 30). Using the 
same verbal root is Paul’s “You [singular] 
will say to me then …” in 9:19 and 11:19. 
None of these references has any direct 
connection with eschatology. They are 
rather deliberative futures.17 Other non-
eschatological futures occur where Paul 
makes projections about his travels (1:10; 
15:18, 28, 29), cites non-eschatological Old 
Testament references from the LXX that 
use the future form (4:18; 9:7, 9, 12; 10:6, 
7, 19; 13:9; 15:12), states proverbial truths 
(5:7; 7:3; 12:20),18 weighs (and rejects) a 
hypothetical course of action (6:2), and 
speaks about his ministry of provoking 
other Jews to jealousy (11:14) along with 
God’s future action of ingrafting or reject-
ing Jews and Gentiles in the present age 
(11:14, 21, 23, 24).

Paul uses future tense forms over two 
dozen times in Romans without touching 
directly on what will happen in the end 
at all. The discovery of a future form may 
say nothing about eschatology. But in the 
majority of instances, a future form serves 
as smoke signaling the fi re of reference 
to what will happen in the end and often 
what difference that makes for people in 
Paul’s era and since.

Eschatological Futures in Romans
Four clusters of passages in Romans 

speak clearly of eschatology. These range 
in size from a few to about three dozen 
verses. They show that eschatology, far 
from being an isolated or secondary con-
sideration in Romans, is actually a central 
theme from start to fi nish. In can be asked 
whether interpreters are really dealing 
with hermeneutical reality if their discus-
sions fail to respect the high priority that 
Paul accords the eschatological truths 
which give his teaching the distinctive 
qualities it assumes in Romans.

God Will Liberate Creation and 
Trample Satan (Rom 8:21; 16:20)

The traditional view that Romans is 
about doctrine is, to say the least, not all 
wrong. “It was Paul’s genius—and perhaps 
his burden—that he could never address 
any problem, no matter how practical and 
in itself untheoretical, without relating it 
to theology. Paul’s writing in every sen-
tence distills a vision of God and God’s 
action in Christ.”19 As he dictated this 
epistle to Tertius (Rom 16:22) sometime 
around AD 57, Paul devoted many pre-
cious papyrus pages to refl ections dealing 
with most categories of Christian teach-
ing. But his thoughts focused not only on 
ideas but also on the created world. This 
is a world “subjected to futility” (8:20) by 
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God. The poet Swinburne in “Dolores” 
(stanza 20) captures the outcome of this 
well in this cynical fl ourish:

Time turns the old days to deri-
sion,
Our loves into corpses or wives;
And marriage and death and divi-
sion
Make barren our lives.

This misery is a lamentable component 
of the existence of Christian believers 
too, who join with creation more broadly 
in bemoaning the present fl awed order 
of things and awaiting with longing a 
monumental transformation which will 
include “the redemption of [their] bod-
ies” (8:23). In this context Paul states that 
“the creation itself will be set free from its 
bondage to decay and obtain the freedom 
of the glory of the children of God” (8:21). 
Since Christ had long since risen and 
ascended when Paul wrote Romans, “will 
be set free” (eleutherōthēsetai) cannot be a 
reference to Christ’s resurrection, which 
lies in the past. He is rather speaking of 
the consummation. And this likely goes 
beyond an overarching “apocalyptic out-
look” in which God is the victor over a 
personifi ed cosmic evil called Sin, as Gav-
enta argues.20 No doubt Paul’s outlook was 
in part apocalyptic. But Rom 8:21 is about 
personal soteriology (“the freedom of the 
glory of the children of God”) brought to 
its fullness by things to come. Eschatology 
links Paul’s apocalyptic convictions with 
his theology and subordinates the former 
to the latter. At some unspecifi ed future 
juncture, God will liberate creation and 
particularly his people.

How will God accomplish this? Again, 
the answer is eschatological in nature. 
“The God of peace will soon crush [syn-

tripsei]] Satan under your feet” (16:20). 
James Hamilton has recently situated this 

promise in the context of the protoevan-

gelium found in Gen 3:15.21 Throughout 
Scripture, Hamilton demonstrates, one 
encounters the motif of God’s enemies 
being trampled underfoot. Jesus inter-
preted the mission activity of the seventy 
in this light, speaking provisionally but 
defi nitively of Satan’s demise in connec-
tion with the authority he gave his fol-
lowers to mash “serpents and scorpions” 
under the soles of their feet (Luke 10:18-19). 
He was doubtless speaking proleptically. 
Paul sounds an identical note. 

Romans 8:21 and 16:20 imply a pan-
oramic Pauline vision extending back to 
creation’s bondage (likely a reference to 
the fall in Gen 3) and extending forward 
to creation’s coming liberation from the 
tyranny of this present age. Gaventa 
correctly states, pointing particularly to 
Rom 16:20, “The closing lines of Romans 
epitomize this confl ict.”22 Whatever the 
message and concerns of Romans, Paul 
conveys them within a sweep of events 
leading up to a decisive eschatological 
move by God. This will consist of ultimate 
divine victory through destruction of the 
wicked (as Satan goes, so go his follow-
ers) and deliverance of the righteous—
specifi cally, those under whose feet Satan 
will be trampled. 

God’s Future Triumph Transforms 
Believers Now 
(Rom 5:17, 21; 6:5, 14; 8:11)

A small but signifi cant set of references 
speaks explicitly of believers’ present 
appropriation of God’s future redemp-
tive action. Eschatology is fundamental 
to Paul’s teaching.

Rom 5:17 points to the thanatos (death) 
that reigned as the result of Adam’s 
transgression.23 The result of this was 
judgment and condemnation (5:16)—not 
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physically and immediately, for Adam 
and Eve did not expire upon committing 
the archetypal sin, despite the divine 
warning that “in the day you eat of it you 
shall surely die” (Gen 2:17; the “you” is 
plural). Rather, Paul envisions death here 
in eschatological terms. Death, destined 
for destruction on the last day, will take 
down many victims with it. Proof of the 
power and reality of this future event is 
that fact that death’s partner in crime, 
hamartia (sin), has all people who are 
outside of Christ enslaved already (Rom 
6:16). One might say that sin and death 
are the arrabōn (deposit, down payment) 
of eternal destruction somewhat like the 
Holy Spirit (2 Cor 1:22, 5:5) is the arrabōn 
of redemption awaiting believers in the 
age to come.

Corresponding to the reign of death 
is a future hope: “Much more will those 
who receive the abundance of grace and 
the free gift of righteousness reign in 
life through the one man Jesus Christ” 
(Rom 5:17). While we may well think of 
this future-tense reign (basileusousin) in 
“already” terms as a personal possession 
through faith, it retains a “not yet” aspect. 
In its fullest sense it is eschatological in 
nature. The logic of the discourse here 
requires us to affi rm that, for Paul, God’s 
future triumph over death—”eternal life” 
which awaits believers in the age to come 
(cf. 5:21)—transforms them already in the 
present.

Romans 6:5 describes a significant 
aspect of the form this future triumph 
takes: “For if we have been united with 
him in a death like his, we shall certainly 
be united with him in a resurrection 
like his.” The “if” refers to a condition 
assumed to be factual; when Christ died, 
believers were by God’s gracious reckon-
ing present, as Paul testifi es elsewhere: 

“I have been crucifi ed with Christ” (Gal 
2:20). It is just as factual, Paul affi rms, that 
“we shall … be united with him” in terms 
of being raised from the dead. The future 
form esometha (we will be) in the second 
clause combines with symphytoi (joined, 
united)24 in the fi rst clause to set forth 
what will surely come to pass: believers’ 
reception of resurrection bodies.

Later in Romans 6 Paul stresses a pri-
mary outcome of this: “Sin will have no 
dominion over you.” Paul’s negated future 
tense usage (ou kyrieusei) assures readers 
of the possibility of transformed practical 
lives in the present. The logic of this, while 
clear enough in Romans 6 itself, is spelled 
out in Rom 8:11: “If the Spirit of him who 
raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, 
he who raised Christ Jesus from the dead 
will also give life to your mortal bodies 
through his Spirit who dwells in you.” 
Daily life for Christians is transformed, 
because God, who raised Jesus, “will … 
give life” (zōopoiēsei) to them on the basis 
of his eschatological act of raising Jesus, 
which, as 6:5 made clear, in turn assures 
believers of union with him in glorifi ed 
bodies.

Things to come—particularly bodily 
resurrection—is determinative for believ-
ers’ assurance of reign over sin in the 
present.25 Space does not permit com-
ment here on the obvious implication that 
sanctifi cation itself—a major sub-theme of 
Romans—is directly tied to eschatology.

God’s Current Vindicating Work 
Is Inseparable from End-Time 
Fulfi llment of His Promises

Nine future tense occurrences in 
Romans point to God’s work, human 
experience, or both together, in the vindi-
cation of sinners unto eternal life.

In three cases this involves the zaō (I 
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live) word group. “The righteous shall 
live [zēsetai] by faith” (1:17) is a Habakkuk 
quotation describing not only how sinners 
can be right with God presently (as Martin 
Luther found to his immense relief) but 
also how they can “live eternally.”26 This 
famous clause, often viewed as thematic 
for the entire book,27 draws on the hori-
zon of the future to epitomize the very 
nature of the gospel Paul preached. Paul 
is not saying that “the righteous” will 
enjoy daily biological existence through 
the gospel; to “live” in this sense is sim-
ply a fruit of common grace as long as a 
person draws earthly breath. He is rather 
pointing to life in the age to come as the 
outcome of reception of the gospel now.

Something similar can be observed 
in Rom 6:8: “Now if we have died with 
Christ, we believe that we will also live 
with him.” The italicized words translate 
the future tense suzēsomen,28 a compound 
verb that occurs only two other times in 
the NT. In 2 Cor 7:3 it could refer to res-
urrection life in the age to come, as Paul 
assures the Corinthians that they are 
in his heart “to die together and to live 
together [eis to synapothanein kai suzēn]”29 
But in 2 Tim 2:11 the word defi nitely has 
end-time connotation: “If we have died 
with him, we will also live with him [ei 

synapethanomen, kai suzēsomen].” The pro-
tasis refers to the cross and the apodosis 
to resurrection.

A similar idea occurs in Rom 8:13, as 
Paul points out that life in the fl esh pres-
ages eschatological death, while “if by 
the Spirit you put to death the deeds of 
the body, you will live [zēsesthe].” Lohse 
explicitly notes, “The eschatological char-
acter” of life in the Spirit “is emphasized 
through the future zēsesthe.”30 By the 
Spirit Christians enjoy life “which as an 
eschatological gift is already at work here 

and now.”31

Moving beyond occurrences related to 
the zaō word group, seven other Romans 
passages (8:32; 14:4, 10, 11; 15:9, 11, 21) 
likewise extend assurance based on prom-
ised divine deliverance yet to be fully 
realized. This is surely the case in Paul’s 
statement that God “will … graciously 
give us [charisetai] all things” in a famous 
extended forensic metaphor (Rom 8:32; 
cf. 8:31-39). Nothing, not even death itself 
“will be able [dynēsetai] to separate us 
from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 
Lord.” What God “will graciously give us” 
certainly has its current implications, just 
as for Paul it has rootage in the historical 
past of Jesus’ coming, but Paul’s reference 
has primarily a real future in view: the 
likely prospect of harsh circumstances 
in this life, attended by God’s protection 
along the way and complete vindication 
in the end.

Paul’s crucial discussion of adiaphora 
(Rom 14) turns on a future tense affi rma-
tion. Believers should be loath to pass 
judgment on each other, for we stand or 
fall not in terms of each other’s assessment 
but rather based on God’s ultimate deter-
mination. The “servant of another” whom 
we might be tempted to write off “will 
be upheld [stathēsetai]” by the Lord (14:4) 
as he or she persists in faith (14:22). “For 
we will all stand [pantes parastēsometha] 
before the judgment seat of God” (14:10), 
a temporal eventuality for which Paul 
provides scriptural proof from Isaiah: “It 
is written, ‘As I live, says the Lord, every 
knee shall bow [kampsei] to me, and every 
tongue confess [exomologēsetai] to God’” 
(14:11). Few chapters in Romans are more 
inescapably practical in their scope, and 
few are more dependent in their logic on 
assurances of current vindication—on 
the basis of which believers are to affi rm 
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each other despite differences on non-
essential matters—rooted in the eschato-
logical decisions God will one day render. 
Eschatology is a primary foundation for 
interpersonal ethics.

It is also fundamental to missions. 
James W. Thompson has noted that the 
book of Romans as a whole “is a chal-
lenge to the Roman church to accept Paul’s 
theology of mission for its continuing life 
and transformation.”32 More particularly, 
Robert Jewett has argued that “the goal 
of the entire argument of Romans” is 
found in 15:7-13.33 Jewett probably casts 
doctrine and “world unifi cation through 
the gospel” in unhelpfully antithetical 
terms,34 but his point remains that this is 
an important passage in Romans, inas-
much as the furtherance of the gospel 
is an undeniable Pauline priority. And 
Paul here refers Christ’s very coming, the 
obvious root of missions, to patriarchal 
promises made in part “in order that the 
Gentiles might glorify God for his mercy” 
(15:9). 

Paul’s support for this assertion is 
drawn from future tense expressions in 
the LXX.35 In Rom 15:9 he cites words 
attributed to David in 2 Sam 22:50 and and 
Ps 17:49 (18:49 MT): “Therefore I will praise 
you [exomologēsomai] among the Gentiles, 
and sing [psallō] to your name.” A few 
verses later he quotes Isaiah: “The root of 
Jessie will come [estai], even he who arises 
to rule the Gentiles; in him will the Gen-
tiles hope [elpisousin]” (Rom 15:12; cf. Isa 
11:10). Now Thomas Schreiner has plausi-
bly argued that Paul “was fi rst and fore-
most a missionary.”36 If this is accepted, 
it is particularly signifi cant that in setting 
forth the basis for the Gentile mission he 
looks to the future as envisioned by bibli-
cal writers. The proleptic vindication of 
Paul’s controversial outreach cannot be 

separated from eschatological promises 
in Scripture regarding God’s intentions 
for the Gentiles and through them for 
the larger world, both in this age and the 
age to come. 

It is worth noting that Paul’s confi dence 
in the Gentile mission comes in part from 
future references in Isa 52:15 LXX: “Those 
who have never been told of him will see 
[opsontai], and those who have never heard 
will understand [synēsousin]” (Rom 15:21). 
Strictly speaking, it could be argued that 
this is not an eschatological reference but 
one that is being fulfi lled in Paul’s own 
time. Yet in two senses there remains an 
eschatological edge here. Firstly, Paul’s 
writings as a whole show that he realizes 
his mission is not coterminous with the 
entire history of Gentile conversion—he 
is carrying an evangelistic torch that he 
must pass on to future generations until 
the Lord’s return.37 Secondly, the fact that 
Gentiles see and understand is a function 
of God’s promise, the fi nal fulfi llment of 
which remains future for Paul. Eschatol-
ogy remains central even to Paul’s under-
standing of the biblical confi rmation of 
the fruit of his mission labors.

God Eschatological Judgment 
Dominates and Integrates the 
Entire Book of Romans

The largest number of future tense 
usages in Romans relate to fi nal judgment. 
No other NT book speaks of God’s orgē 
(wrath) as frequently as Romans.38 Paul 
had a robust doctrine of hell.39 Like Jesus, 
Paul shared “with the Jewish tradition the 
expectation of a future judgment when 
God will vindicate the faithful and pun-
ish the wicked.40 Perhaps a third of the 
roughly 100 future tense occurrences in 
Romans relate to eschatological judgment. 
These references are found in most of the 
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major subdivisions of the epistle and by 
extension are implied in them all.41

1. The Heart of the Gospel (1:18-4:25)
As this section unfolds, God’s end-time 

verdict of justifi cation or condemnation 
is dominant. Paul asks the hypothetical 
judge of rank sinners whether he thinks 
that he will evade divine judgment: “Do 
you suppose … that you will escape 
[ekpheuxē] the judgment of God?” (2:3) The 
answer is clearly no, because God “will 
render [apodōsei] to each one according 
to his works” (2:6). For Paul this can be 
explained with relative ease. Gentiles 
lacking the law “will also perish [apoloun-

tai]” without the law, while Jews who 
break the law “will be judged [krithēsontai] 
by the law” they possess and take such 
pride in (2:12). This can be explained, in 
turn, by the fact that it is not mere hear-
ers of the law but those who actually do 
it who “will be justifi ed [dikaiōthēsontai]” 
by God (2:13). The uncircumcision of the 
one who honors God’s law “will … be 
regarded [logisthēsetai] as circumcision” 
(2:26); in fact, that person’s responsiveness 
to God “will condemn [krinei]” the person 
who possesses covenant benefi ts like the 
law and circumcision but transgresses 
what the covenant calls for (2:27). 

In sum, this whole section is dominated 
by the conviction that human unbelief 
“will not nullify [katargēsei]” God’s faith-
fulness (3:3), that God will prevail (“you 
will conquer [vikēseis]”) over all human 
fecklessness (3:4), and that “God will 
judge [krinei] the world” (3:6).42 Paul’s out-
look is rooted in eschatological certainty: 
it is not by their own righteous deeds that 
people “will be justifi ed [dikaiōthēsetai]” 
(3:20). Rather, the one God of both Gentile 
and Jew “will justify [dikaiōsei] the circum-
cision by faith and the uncircumcised 

through faith” (3:30). For Paul “the heart 
of the gospel” is assured by the future 
God has revealed.

2. The Assurance Provided by the 
Gospel (5:1-8:39)

How can sinful humans endure the 
specter of eschatological judgment? 
Future tense affirmations furnish the 
answers. For Paul, because of Christ’s 
death (“by his blood”), we who receive 
the gospel message “shall … be saved 
[sōthēsometha] by him from the wrath of 
God” (5:9). From another angle, Christ 
having been raised, and being present at 
God’s right hand, we “shall … be saved 
[sōthēsometha] by his life” (5:10). The key 
to eternal life rather than never-ending 
judgment is provided by what Christ did 
to offset Adam’s error: “For as by the one 
man’s disobedience the many were made 
sinners, so by the one man’s obedience 
the many will be made [katastathēsontai] 
righteous” (5:19).

This means that there is hope even 
when we are pressed by the full range of 
desperate questions that arise in view of 
God’s righteous judgment of universal 
human sinfulness. Paul makes use of the 
future tense to highlight such questions:

Wretched man that I am! Who will 
deliver [rhysetai] me from this body 
of death? (7:24).
Who shall bring any charge [engkale-
sei] against God’s elect? (8:33).
Who is to condemn [tis ho katakrinōn, 
a relatively rare future participle] 
(8:34).
Who shall separate [chōrisei] us from 
the love of Christ? (8:35).

And just as future forms are the vehicle 
for highlighting the human plight, a 
future quells the angst, as we have already 
noted earlier: nothing whatsoever “will be 
able [dynēsetai] to separate us” from God’s 
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love in Christ (8:39).

3. The Defense of the Gospel: 
The Problem of Israel (9:1-11:36)

What, then, becomes of Israel? In the 
much-debated chapters 9-11, one of the 
most disputed future tense affi rmations 
in all of Romans answers that question: 
“all Israel will be saved [sōthēsetai]” (11:27). 
All serious commentaries devote careful 
attention to this passage without arriving 
as yet at consensus regarding its meaning. 
We cannot hope to determine a single 
normative interpretation here. It suffi ces 
to observe that Paul foresees, beyond the 
tensions crackling throughout the dis-
course of Romans 9-11, an eschatological 
denouement that will do full justice to 
God’s righteousness and the plight of his 
chosen people, so much so that the only 
thinkable conclusion to the matter is 
doxological (11:33-36). If “Rom. 9-11 is an 
important and integral part of the letter,”43 
eschatology holds a key to its message.

Paul constructs this big-picture future, 
however, from smaller future tense build-
ing blocks. In Romans 9 alone, he draws 
on some half-dozen OT passages to build 
his case. All of them project what the 
Lord God will do in times subsequent 
to the original writer. All of them had 
some measure of fulfi llment already in 
OT times, and perhaps as well with the 
coming of Christ and the spread of the 
gospel message. Yet Paul also relates these 
statements to things to come—and in par-
ticular to the vindication of his thesis that 
“it is not as though the word of God has 
failed” (9:6). That may be the appearance. 
But this appearance is belied by the fact 
of what lies ahead. 

Firstly, God’s present and future gra-
ciousness in accordance with his loving 
will are assured: “I will have mercy [eleēsō] 

on whom I have mercy, and I will have 
compassion [oitirēsō] on whom I have 
compassion” (9:15; cf. Exod 33:19 LXX). 
This is how God has always conducted 
his affairs, and this is who Paul knows 
he will continue to reveal himself to be. 
Moreover, secondly, this unchanging, lov-
ing will extends not only to the covenant 
people of promise but also to the Gentiles, 
a fact Paul grounds in Hosea. There God 
states that those formerly not his people 
“I will call [kalesō] ‘my people,’” and those 
who stood outside God’s redemptive love 
will be loved (9:26; Hos 2:25). It will come 
to pass (estai) that where non-Jews were 
formerly barred from covenant accep-
tance, “they will be called [klēthēsontai] 
‘sons of the living God’” (9:26; Hos 2:1 
LXX). Clearly Paul fi nds present meaning 
in these future assurances. Thirdly, Isaiah 
also confi rms Paul’s contention. He “cries 
out concerning Israel” that however innu-
merable their apparent numbers, “only a 
remnant of them will be saved [sōthēsetai]” 
(9:27; Isa 10:22) ). This is because of God’s 
pending but inexorable eschatological 
judgment: “For the Lord will carry out 
[poiēsei] his sentence upon the earth fully 
and without delay” (Rom 9:28; Isa 10:23). 
Far from God being unjust (Rom 9:14) or 
fi nding fault unfairly (9:19), Paul knows 
God is at work “to make known the riches 
of his glory for vessels of mercy” (9:23) in 
accordance with past promises having 
future outcomes described by God’s word. 
As a result, fourthly, Romans 9 ends with 
the statement, again drawing on Isaiah, 
that whoever places trust in “the stone of 
stumbling” and “rock of offense” “will 
not be put to shame [ou kataischynthēsetai]” 
(9:33; Isa 28:16). Here eschatology adorns 
the confl uence of Paul’s soteriology and 
Christology, as “not put to shame” depicts 
the favorable divine verdict on judgment 
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day that believers in Christ will rejoice 
to hear.

The themes of future exoneration and 
salvation continue in Romans 10. If you 
confess Christ truly and fully, “you will 
be saved [sōthsē]” (10:9). This certainly 
has present application, but its ultimate 
utility emerges in the light of the escha-
tological issues that are at stake across the 
whole of Romans 9-11. The same is true 
of Paul’s restatement in 10:11 of the main 
point of 9:33: “Everyone who believes 
in” Christ “will not be put to shame [ou 

kataischynthēsetai].” Paul even deepens 
this Isaianic foundation by pointing to a 
related declaration in Joel 3:5 LXX: “Every-
one who calls on the name of the Lord will 
be saved [sōthēsetai]” (10:13).

At issue in Romans 9-11 is the chal-
lenge posed by a gospel message that has 
been rejected by many of its ostensible 
benefi ciaries. This is not an inter-religious 
quibble but an issue that will determine 
eternal destinies. The gravity of the mat-
ter is established at the beginning of the 
section by Paul’s expressed willingness 
to follow Christ in bearing divine anath-
ema, if this were possible, for the sake of 
his yet unbelieving ethnic brethren (9:3). 
As Romans 9-11 moves to its conclusion, 
Paul admonishes Gentile readers not to 
trifl e with gospel truths; “otherwise you 
too will be cut off [ekkopēsē]” (11:22) with 
the same disastrous consequences against 
which Paul warns his fellow Jews. For 
Paul admonishes them, “If God did not 
spare the natural branches, neither will 
he spare [pheisetai] you” (11:21). 

Throughout Romans 9-11, Paul’s vision 
is taken captive, not only to the Christ of 
whom he is doulos (slave, bondservant; 
Rom 1:1), but also to the vision of a fi nal 
day of reckoning before the Lord God.

4. The Transforming Power of the 
Gospel: Christian Conduct 
(12:1-15:13)

We have already referred to some 
future tense occurrences in this section 
as we discussed above how God’s cur-
rent vindicating work is inseparable from 
end-time fulfi llment of his promises. Now 
however we wish to confi rm that this 
literary subunit of Romans, like the rest 
of the epistle, contains a strong under-
current of expectation of God’s end-time 
judgment.

True, this undercurrent is visible quite 
apart from future tense references. For 
example, Rom 12:1 contains extremely 
strong words of appeal to God’s mercy, an 
appeal best explained by recognizing that 
Paul thinks people are hopeless in the end 
without this mercy. Paul’s equally strong 
affi rmation of his apostolic privilege (12:3: 
“the grace given to me”; cf. 15:15; 1 Cor 
3:10; Gal 2:9; Eph 3:7-8) likewise points 
to a conviction that eschatological issues 
are at stake, as do references to God’s 
wrath (12:19; 13:4, 5) and end-time judg-
ment (13:2; cf. 2:2, 3; 3:8; 5:16). So do the 
end-time allusions that conclude the sec-
tion (15:9-12) and that have already been 
discussed above.

But future tense usage is instrumental 
in confi rming that eschatology is foun-
dational to living in Christian harmony, 
a major theme of the whole section. Paul 
tells readers to co-exist peaceably, eschew-
ing vengeful behavior because vengeance 
lies in other and better hands: “Vengeance 
is mine, I will repay [antapodōsō], says 
the Lord” (12:19). Paul’s vision of the end 
likewise informs his précis of Christian 
citizenship (13:1-7), at the head of which 
stands the warning that those who fl aunt 
civil authority “will incur [lēmpsontai] 
judgment” (13:2). As Schreiner notes, 
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“Scholars disagree whether the judgment 
is God’s eschatological judgment or a 
judgment imposed by earthly rulers.”44 
Schreiner opts for earthly rulers. Moo 
thinks reference is to “the eschatological 
judgment of God.”45 In our view a hard 
distinction between the two is neither 
possible nor necessary,46 since even if the 
immediate emphasis is on civil penalty, 
behind that stands God who delegates 
just punishment of wrongdoing (13:4) 
and who will have the fi nal word on a 
potentially dreadful last day.

Quite apart from public life under the 
aegis and scrutiny of civil law, interper-
sonal congregational dealings proceed 
cognizant that God is witness to our 
actions and assessor of how we regard 
others. Before passing judgment on or 
despising a fellow Christian, Paul urges 
readers to recall that “we will all stand 
[parastēsometha] before the judgment seat 
of God” (14:10). Or again, “Each of us will 
give an account [logon dōsei] of himself 
before God” (14:12). To assure that pres-
ent behavior is “acceptable to God” (14:18) 
and result in the glorifi cation of God (15:6, 
7), acute awareness of the fi nal testing of 
our words and deeds is strongly advised. 
Paul’s use of the future tense in this sec-
tion makes explicit this day of reckoning 
and its practical ramifi cations.

Conclusion
This essay argues that Paul’s future 

tense usage points to a dominant under-
current of eschatological conviction 
informing the whole message of Romans. 
This is not to say that Romans is com-
pletely and only about eschatology. It does 
however caution us against under-appro-
priating Paul’s ubiquitous eschatological 
allusions in a sincere desire do justice to 
topics and themes that tend to get more 

emphasis, perhaps because they are more 
readily visible or pragmatically useful.

When one of the greatest Romans 
interpreters of the last century spoke and 
wrote about “Preaching on Romans,” 
Paul’s acute eschatological awareness was 
muted if present at all.47 A slightly more 
recent essay on “The Focus of Romans” 
skillfully draws attention to Paul’s rhe-
torical strategy but hardly manages to 
preserve the eschatological urgency to 
which, as we have seen above, his future 
tense references constantly and consis-
tently call attention.48 Long ago Adolf 
Schlatter pointed out that soon after 
Luther’s rediscovery of the urgent mes-
sage of Romans, “a shadow fell across the 
epistle.”49 Paul’s pressing communiqué 
became a formalized academic presenta-
tion. Contemporary exposition of Romans 
must work hard to avoid this fate.

Rediscovery of the eschatological edge 
of Romans is crucial here. But pressure 
from two sides will make this diffi cult. 
First, from the academic side comes this 
observation regarding contemporary 
theological thought: “The advent of post-
modernity indicates for its defenders as 
well as for its critics the end of a unifi ed 
framework of human expectation. . . .  
Even the new millennium does not seem 
to have kindled a new pervasive eschato-
logical awareness.” The question is raised 
whether we are at “the end of the line for 
eschatology.”50 What gave Paul’s mes-
sage much of its bang sinks into oblivion 
with a whimper in the current academic 
setting. It certainly has not helped that 
dominant notions of God have now for 
many generations viewed God as part of 
the world,51 not a living being outside it, 
who can and will snuff it out and recre-
ate the whole thing when he deigns to do 
so—as clearly implied in Paul’s usage of 
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“wrath of God” and the promise of better 
things to come.

Second, from the popular side, in the 
United States at least there is widespread 
denial that there could even be such a 
thing as an impending eschatological 
judgment. Whether within the church 
or elsewhere, “our nonchalance over our 
shaky situation refl ects our disbelief in 
God’s judging activity.”52 “Shaky situa-
tion” here refers to our economic, politi-
cal, military, and social plight, but Paul 
would surely say that it applies to our 
status before God too. For the message of 
Romans is not just apostolic instruction: 
it is prophetic outcry and warning. The 
problem is that it comes dressed in such 
symmetry, profundity, and intellectual 
elegance. It has become a Rubik’s Cube 
for erstwhile expositors instead of a fi re 
alarm to rouse God’s people from their 
lethargy and shallowness.

Perhaps it took the societal chaos of 
Germany between the World Wars, and 
the rise to power of Adolf Hitler, for an 
interpreter writing there in 1935 to be 
able to say: “It is evident that every sen-
tence of [Romans] is ‘eschatologically’ 
aimed. For God’s message announces the 
Messiah through whom God’s rule will 
come about, the savior from whom those 
who believe will receive acquittal in the 
judgment.”53 

Among the 140-plus churches that 
Benny Delmar planted, one was in Mis-
soula, Montana: Trinity Baptist Church. 
It celebrates its fi ftieth anniversary this 
August. There my wife met the Lord and 
was baptized; there I began to discover 
what Christian discipleship means and 
was eventually ordained into gospel 
ministry. Personally I owe a lot to the 
self-sacrifi cial ministry of this man (and 
supportive wife) who could be moved 

to tears over the judgment soon to befall 
this world of sinners. While Delmar (to 
my knowledge) never set out to publish 
a work on Romans, he may have grasped 
its fundamental thesis better than most 
of us who do.
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Introduction
In this article, I focus on Paul’s Old 

Testament “justifi cation” for the inclusion 
of Gentiles in the new covenant people 
of God within the Epistle to the Romans. 
While not, in my view, the central pur-
pose of Romans, the inclusion of Gentiles 
and the related question about the unity 
of salvation history is a critical issue in 
Paul’s explanation and defense of the 
gospel. Analyzing Paul’s OT-based argu-
ment for this critical move in salvation 
history provides us with a large though 
not always clear window through which 
we can observe Paul’s hermeneutics of OT 
appropriation. 

How large is the window? Precise 
identifi cation of quotations is a diffi cult 
matter, but, counting each place where 
Paul breaks the fl ow of his own words 
with several or more words verbatim 
from the OT, we arrive at about 100 quo-
tations in all the letters of Paul.2 More 
than half of these—fi fty-fi ve—are found 
in Romans. And thirty-fi ve of these fi fty-
fi ve quotations—over sixty percent—are 
related in some fashion to the issue of the 
inclusion of the Gentiles. 

How clear is the window? Not very, 
apparently, as the volume and diversity of 
proposals explaining this facet of Romans 
demonstrate. We may take the monograph 
of Terrence Donaldson, Paul and the Gen-

tiles, as an example.3 Arguing that the 
epochal shifts in Pauline scholarship over 
the last thirty years have rendered unten-
able traditional answers to the question, 

Donaldson sets out to discover just why it 
was that Paul came to believe that Gentiles 
should be included in the new people of 
God. Donaldson concludes that Paul’s 
universalism was simply the extension of 
the view of Gentiles that he had held as 
a Jew. Paul the Jewish covenantal nomist 
believed that Gentiles could become 
members of God’s people by identifying 
with Israel via circumcision and law-
keeping. Paul the Christian continued 
to believe that Gentiles could be saved 
by identifying with Israel, God’s people, 
although this identifi cation now came via 
faith in Christ and not by circumcision 
and torah. 

Donaldson’s argument is careful, wide-
ranging, and often illuminating. But what 
is especially relevant for our purposes is 
Donaldson’s contention that Paul could 
not have derived his belief about Gentile 
inclusion from the OT. For Paul’s appeal to 
the OT on this topic is often contrived and, 
viewed on its own merits, unconvincing. 
Passages are wrested from their contexts, 
misapplied, and elements within the texts 
that are uncongenial to Paul’s interpreta-
tion are suppressed. Clearly, Donaldson 
concludes, Paul turns to the OT to justify, 
by whatever means necessary, a view of 
the Gentiles that he has already derived 
from elsewhere.

In this article, then, I bring together 
three issues that have stimulated my 
interest for a long time: the use of the OT 
in the New, the relationship of the church 
to Israel, and Romans. Mixing three top-

Paul’s Universalizing Hermeneutic 
in Romans1
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ics of such complexity is audacious and 
probably foolhardy. Perhaps I will end up 
saying little that is signifi cant about any 
one of them. But I hope that I will at least 
stimulate some general thinking about 
these matters.

Paul’s Use of OT Quotations
In a vast, overarching inclusio, Paul 

intertwines concern for the Gentiles, his 
gospel, and the OT at both the beginning 
and the end of Romans. The fi rst thing Paul 
says about the gospel in Romans is that it 
was “promised beforehand through his 
prophets in the Holy Scriptures” (1:2), and 
he links to this gospel to his own apostolic 
calling to inculcate “the obedience of faith 
among all the Gentiles” (v. 5; my trans.).4 
Then, in the concluding doxology—which 
I take to be original to the letter5—Paul 
again speaks of his “gospel,” relating it to 
the “mystery” that is “now revealed and 
made known through the prophetic writ-
ings by the command of the eternal God, 
so that all the Gentiles might come to faith 
and obedience” (16:25-26).6 This triad of 
gospel, Gentile inclusion, and the OT then 
surfaces in various ways throughout the 
letter.7 Paul makes other general assertions 
about the OT and his gospel (e.g., 3:21). He 
appeals directly to Scriptural stories, most 
notably that of Abraham. He alludes to 
the Scriptures, weaving its language into 
his own words in order to suggest more 
subtle relationships between his teaching 
and the OT revelation. But I will confi ne 
myself to the quotations. 

As we said, we fi nd thirty-fi ve quota-
tions in Romans that seem to be part of 
Paul’s universalizing hermeneutic. These 
thirty-fi ve quotations may be subdivided 
by topic into three categories.

Members of the New Covenant
First are quotations that directly or 

indirectly support the inclusion of Gen-
tiles within the new covenant people of 
God. A good example here would be Rom 
4:18: “[Abraham] in hope believed and so 
became the father of many nations, just 
as it had been said to him, ‘So shall your 
offspring be’ [Gen 15:5].” Fifteen quota-
tions belong in this category.

4:17 = Gen 17:5
4:18 = Gen 15:5
8:36 = Ps 44:22
9:25-26 = Hos 2:23 (MT and LXX 2:25);    
 1:10 (MT and LXX 2:1)
10:11 = Isa 28:16
10:13 = Joel 2:32 (LXX 3:5)
10:18 = Ps 19:4
10:19 = Deut 32:21
10:20 = Isa 65:1
14:11 = Isa 45:23
15:9 = Ps 18:49
15:10 = Deut 32:43
15:11 = Ps 117:1
15:12 = Isa 11:10
15:21 = Isa 52:15

Condemnation of Israel
A second category of quotations are 

those that “level the playing field” 
between Jew and Gentile by denounc-
ing Israel’s sin and announcing Israel’s 
condemnation. The series of quotations 
in Rom 3:10-18, all directed to “those who 
are under the law” (v. 19) provides a good 
example. We fi nd twelve such quotations 
in Romans.

2:6 = Prov 24:12 (Ps. 62:12?)
2:24 = Isa 52:5
3:10-12 = Ps 14:1-3
3:13a = Ps 5:9
3:13b = Ps 140:3b
3:14 = Ps 10:7
3:15-17 = Isa 59:7
3:18 = Ps 36:1
10:16 = Isa 53:1
10:21 = Isa 65:2
11:8 = Deut 29:4/Isa 29:10
11:9-10 = Ps 69:22-23
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True Israel
Third, we fi nd quotations that Paul 

uses to support his interpretation of the 
extent and nature of true, “spiritual,” 
Israel. These quotations come, as we 
might expect, in Romans 9, where we fi nd 
eight such quotations.

9:7 = Gen 21:12
9:9 = Gen 18:10, 14
9:12 = Gen 25:23
9:13 = Mal 1:2-3
9: 15 = Exod 33:19
9:17 = Exod 9:16
9:27-28 = Isa 10:22-23
9:29 = Isa 1:9

These thirty-five OT quotations are 
drawn from a relatively small number of 
OT books. Paul depends especially on the 
Psalms (ten quotations) and Isaiah (eleven 
and one-half quotations). The Genesis 
story of Abraham, while not refl ected in 
many OT quotations, is, of course, very 
important. And also playing a signifi cant 
role (though with only two quotations) is 
the ”Song of Moses” in Deuteronomy 32.8 
Also represented are: Genesis (3), Exodus 
(2), Deuteronomy (1/2 outside the Song 
of Moses), Proverbs (1), Joel (1), Hosea (1) 
and Malachi (1). 

How does Paul use these texts in the ser-
vice of his theology of Gentile inclusion? 
In order to answer this question, I will 
follow a method that I have found helpful 
elsewhere in analyzing the appropriation 
of biblical texts.9 Basic to this method is a 
distinction between “appropriation tech-
niques” and “hermeneutical axioms.” The 
former refers to the various methods used 
by authors to appropriate the meaning of 
biblical texts for their own purposes and 
applications. These techniques are found 
widely in the fi rst-century Jewish world, 
utilized by various Jewish groups as well 
as by the early Christians. Hermeneuti-
cal axioms, on the other hand, are those 

theological convictions that direct and 
guide the way in which the appropria-
tion techniques are applied. And it is at 
this level that the real differences among 
fi rst-century interpreters of the biblical 
text emerge. The different applications 
given to Isaiah’s call to “prepare in the 
desert the way for the Lord” (40:3) by the 
Qumran community and by the evange-
lists has nothing to do with their exegetical 
techniques and everything to do with their 
convictions about where and how God 
was revealing himself. 

Appropriating OT Texts 
Simplifying matters considerably, we 

can detect three basic appropriation tech-
niques in the thirty-fi ve quotations we are 
examining. The most common technique, 
displayed in seventeen of the thirty-fi ve 
quotations, involves a direct application 
of the text. In these instances, Paul makes 
no evident changes in the text that he cites; 
nor does he apply the passage in a way 
that is inconsistent with its original mean-
ing. In these cases, the legitimacy of Paul’s 
application of the OT text will depend 
on the legitimacy of the basic theological 
convictions that drive his reading of the 
OT—what we have called hermeneutical 
axioms. A good example of the kind of 
direct appropriation is Paul’s use of Isa 
52:15 in Rom 15:21. Isaiah is prophesying 
about how the mission of the “servant of 
the Lord” will have an impact on nations 
and kings, who “will see” “what they were 
not told” and “understand” “what they 
have not heard.” Paul uses this language 
to justify his missionary practice of bring-
ing the gospel to places where Christ had 
not yet been proclaimed. What legitimizes 
this use of the Isaiah text for Paul is a cer-
tain interpretation of the enigmatic fi gure 
of the “servant of the Lord.” Probably Paul 
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sees the “servant” as Christ, although 
some have suggested that he may also see 
himself in the role of the “servant.” But, 
in either case, Paul’s appropriation of the 
passage is quite “direct” once this broad 
hermeneutical assumption about the text 
is recognized.

A second appropriation technique 
evident in these quotations is “modifi ca-
tion of the text.” Under this heading I 
include places where Paul has evidently 
consciously created or chosen a form of 
the text that conforms the quotation to its 
intended application. Paul does not use 
this technique very much in the quota-
tions we are studying; we fi nd only three 
possible examples. Much more signifi cant 
for our study is the third appropriation 
technique evident in these quotations: 
shift of meaning. In these cases, Paul has 
evidently applied the OT text to a situ-
ation or in a way that does not seem to 
be in keeping with its original meaning. 
This appropriation technique in evident 
to varying degrees in fourteen of the texts 
that Paul cites. 

I now want to look more closely at 
the texts where we fi nd Paul using these 
appropriation techniques with a view 
toward illuminating the universalizing 
hermeneutic that informs this interpre-
tation of the OT. Since twenty-six of the 
thirty-fi ve passages we are considering 
occur in four blocks of text, it will be most 
convenient to begin with the quotations 
found in these four passages. 

Romans 3:10-18
The fi rst of the blocks we consider is 

3:10-18, which is a catena of quotations 
from the OT used to support Paul’s 
contention that “all people, whether 
Jews or Gentiles” are “under sin” (v. 9). 
Nowhere else does Paul use a quotation 

so long or one drawn from so many dif-
ferent (at least six) OT passages. There are 
resemblances between this collection of 
thematically-linked verses and what the 
rabbis called “pearl-stringing,” and some 
have suggested that Paul is quoting an 
early Christian psalm or “fl orilegium.”10 
This is not clear, however; and, in any 
case, Paul’s purpose in citing these verses 
is clearly to substantiate the accusation of 
v. 9, and, in particular, his claim that sin is 
universal. Thus, the “all” of v. 9 is taken up 
in the repeated “there is no” of the quota-
tions; and the way is prepared, in turn, for 
the universal application Paul gives the 
sequence of quotations in vv. 19-20.

The quotations begin with a series of 
phrases taken from Ps 14:1-3 (LXX 13:1-3) 
(Ps 53:1-3 is almost identical). As is the 
case with most of the quotations in this 
series, Paul’s wording agrees closely with 
the LXX. But there is one important differ-
ence: where the Psalm text has “there is 
no one who does good,” Paul has “there 
is no one who is righteous.”11 Granted 
the important of the language of “righ-
teousness” in this part of Romans (cf. 3:4, 
5, 8, 19, 20), the word is almost certainly 
Paul’s own editorial change.12 We have 
here, then, a “modifi cation of the text,” 
although the modifi cation is so slight at to 
create almost no change from the meaning 
of the original. 

The rest of the quotations also contain 
some minor modifi cations of the text, but 
the diffi culty of determining the textual 
source in each case combined with the 
fact that the changes do not materially 
affect the sense renders them innocuous 
for our purposes. What is more serious is 
the apparent shift of application that we 
fi nd in several of the quotations. Psalm 5:9 
(MT, LXX 5:10), quoted in v. 13b, Ps 140:3b 
(MT 140:4b; LXX 139:4b), quoted in v. 13c, 
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and Ps 10:7 (LXX 9:28), quoted in v. 14, 
all refer to wicked enemies of the psalm-
ist. Here we have an example of shift of 
application. Many commentators put the 
quotation of Isa 59:7-8a in vv. 15-17 in the 
same category, arguing that the Isaiah text 
is directed against the unrighteous within 
Israel. This is not so clear, however, as 
the prophet here seems to include all the 
people of Israel in a general confession of 
sin. But the fi nal quotation, in v. 18, drawn 
from Ps 36:1b (MT 36:2b; LXX 35:2b), again 
manifests a shift of application, since it 
is applied, in its original context, to “the 
sinfulness of the wicked.”13 

By citing several texts that denounce 
the unrighteous, and applying them to 
all people, including all Jews, he under-
scores the argument of 2:1-3:8 that, in 
fact, not even faithful Jews can claim to 
be “righteous.”14 

Romans 9:30-10:21
A second passage containing many 

quotations relevant to our investigation 
comes in Romans 10. In 9:6-29, Paul has 
sketched what to many seemed like a very 
surprising turn in salvation history: Israel, 
blessed and given so many privileges, is 
failing to act on her privileges and experi-
ence the messianic salvation. In 9:30-10:21, 
Paul pauses to consider more deeply the 
reasons for this surprising turn of affairs. 
He criticizes Israel for not responding to 
God’s eschatological righteousness in 
Christ. But a contrasting, though subor-
dinate, theme in this section, sounded 
already in 9:24-26, is the positive response 
of Gentiles to God’s righteousness. Two 
quotations of interest to us in 10:5-13 sup-
port this particular aspect of Paul’s argu-
ment. Each provides scriptural support 
for the inclusion of the Gentiles, and each 
does so with a word that becomes loaded 

with theological importance in Romans: 
pa/j, “everyone, all.” The word occurs in 
the theme statement of the letter, where 
Paul emphasizes that the power of God 
unleashed in the gospel leads to salvation 
for “everyone who believes.” But Paul 
immediately qualifi es this “everyone” as 
“the Jew fi rst and then the Greek” (1:16). 
This theme of “no distinction” recurs fre-
quently in the letter, Paul often uses pa/j 
to signal the inclusion of Gentiles beside 
Israel as equal recipients of God’s grace 
and judgment (see also 2:9-10; 3:9, 19, 
22-23; 4:11, 16; 10:4; 11:32). 

In the context we are considering, the 
theme appears in the programmatic and 
debated 10:4, which I translate, “For Christ 
is the culmination of the law, so that there 
might be righteousness for everyone who 
believes.” Verses 5-13 expand on the fi nal 
words in this assertion, with the “every-
one” taken up particularly in vv. 11-13. 
And here is where we fi nd our two OT 
quotations. The fi rst is from Isa 28:16, a 
text that Paul has already quoted (mixed 
with Isaiah 8:14) in 9:33. He now, how-
ever, adds the word pa/j to the quotation: 
“no one who believes in him will be put 
to shame.” This addition has no textual 
basis and is clearly a modifi cation of the 
text designed to bring out the point of 
universality that Paul is focusing on at this 
point in Romans. Verse 12 unpacks this 
universality inherent in the “no one” of 
the quotation, as Paul appeals to the uni-
versal lordship of Christ to show that there 
can be “no distinction” between Jews and 
Gentiles in God’s bestowment of his riches 
of salvation. An implicit quotation of Joel 
2:32 (LXX 3:5) in v. 13 furnishes further 
scriptural proof: “Everyone who calls on 
the name of the Lord will be saved.” Here 
we have no modifi cation of the text, since 
the word pa/j is in the Septuagint, which 
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Paul quotes verbatim. But we are prob-
ably dealing with a shift in application, 
since the “everyone” in Joel appears to 
refer to the people of Israel. Paul, on the 
other hand, clearly extends the scope of 
the “everyone” to include both Jews and 
Gentiles in the new covenant people of 
God. Just as interesting, but outside the 
scope of our present inquiry, is the exten-
sion of the title Yahweh (Gk. ku,rioj) to 
include Christ.15 

The paragraph that follows, 10:14-21, 
is of particular signifi cance for our study, 
with five quotations that bear on the 
inclusion of the Gentiles. Identifying 
the people that Paul is speaking about 
in this paragraph is especially vital for 
our study. Since Paul explicitly identifi es 
“Israel” as the object of his criticism in v. 
19, the whole paragraph may be directed 
to Israel. But the reference to Israel may 
also suggest a shift in address, with the 
earlier verses being directed to people 
generally.16 Perhaps it is best to conclude 
that Paul addresses all people, but with 
particular relevance to Israel.17 His point, 
then, is that Israel cannot plead ignorance: 
God has made his purposes clear in both 
the OT (note the six OT quotations in vv. 
14-21) and the worldwide proclamation of 
the gospel. So the fault rests with Israel: 
she has been “disobedient and obstinate” 
(v. 21; cf. v. 16).

The fi rst quotation for us to consider 
comes in v. 16b, where Paul quotes 
Isa 53:1, “Lord, who has believed our 
report?”18 The question is clearly rhetori-
cal, Paul using it to show that the good 
news preached by the messengers whom 
God has sent (vv. 14-15) has been met with 
widespread disobedience (v. 16a). Paul’s 
application of the text is quite straight-
forward, once his hermeneutical axiom 
about the relevance of these “servant of 

the Lord” texts to the Christian era is 
recognized.

Verse 17 focuses attention on the critical 
step of “hearing” in the sequence of steps 
leading to salvation that Paul outlined in 
vv. 14-15. Paul now goes back to this step 
and asks “have they not heard?” Paul’s 
answer employs words that are taken 
from Ps 19:4: “their voice has gone out 
into all the earth, their words to the ends 
of the world.”19 No modifi cation of the 
text is present here,20 but we are faced with 
a striking shift in application.21 For the 
Psalm verse, of course, extols God’s rev-
elation in nature. Yet the implied object of 
the verb “heard” in Paul’s question must 
be “the word of Christ”; “their voice” 
and “their words” in the Psalm verse 
must then refer to the voices and words 
of Christian preachers (see vv. 14-16). The 
simplest explanation for this application 
is that Paul is not really “quoting” Ps 19:4. 
After all, we have here no introductory 
formula or quotation. Paul may simply 
use the language of the psalm, with 
the “echoes” of God’s revelation that it 
awakes, to assert the universal preaching 
of the gospel.22 

Paul now takes his demonstration of 
Jewish disobedience one step further. In v. 
19, he raises and rejects the possibility that 
Israel’s hearing was a merely superfi cial 
hearing, not accompanied by genuine 
understanding. No, Paul affi rms, Israel 
has “known.” Paul quotes Deut 32:21b as 
the fi rst step in his demonstration from 
Scripture of what Israel knew.23 The words 
Paul quotes state God’s “equivalent” 
response to Israel’s idolatry: because 
Israel has made God jealous with “what 
is no god” (v. 21a), God will make Israel 
“jealous”24 with what is “no people.” The 
phrase “no people” was probably the 
catch phrase that drew Paul’s attention to 
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this text, since he quotes the Hosea proph-
ecy about those who are “not my people” 
becoming the people of God in 9:25-26.25 
But the chapter, which rehearses the his-
tory of God’s gracious acts on Israel’s 
behalf and Israel’s stubborn and sinful 
response to those acts, is one that Paul also 
seems to have valued in its own right as an 
important confi rmation of his own view 
of salvation history. Paul accordingly sees 
in the words a prophecy of the mission 
to the Gentiles: the inclusion of Gentiles 
in the new people of God stimulates 
the Jews to jealousy and causes Israel to 
respond in wrath against this movement 
in salvation history. OT scholars debate 
about whether the “no people” in Deut 
32:21 refers to an “uncivilized” nation 
unworthy of the name “people”26 or 
whether it has the more theological sense 
of a people whom God has not chosen.27 
If it is the latter, Paul’s use of the text is 
not far from its original meaning, and we 
would have here a rather direct appropria-
tion of scripture. 

But it is not only the “law” that antici-
pates the gospel and Israel’s negative reac-
tion to it; the “prophets” bear witness to 
the same truth. In fact, Paul suggests, the 
prophetic text testifi es even more clearly 
to these points: “Isaiah boldly says, ‘I was 
found by those who did not seek me; I 
revealed myself to those who did not ask 
for me.’”28 The quotation is from Isa 65:1. 
A few scholars think that this verse refers 
to Gentiles,29 but the majority are surely 
correct in thinking that the context of 
Isaiah 64-65 requires that it be speaking 
about Israel.30 We have here again, then, a 
shift of application, as Paul applies to the 
Gentiles a text that originally referred to 
Israel. Paul may, of course, have simply 
misunderstood the verse, assuming that 
the description of the people in the second 

part of the verse as “a nation that did not 
call on my name” made a reference to 
Gentiles obvious. But since the shift of 
application we fi nd here is evident else-
where in Romans, as we will see, we will 
want to ask eventually whether Paul’s 
interpretation is guided by an underlying 
hermeneutical axiom.

Having applied Isa 65:1 in v. 20 to the 
Gentiles, Paul now applies Isa 65:2 to 
Israel, an application that matches the 
original meaning of the text.31 The passage 
stresses both God’s constant offer of grace 
to his people and their stubborn resistance 
to that grace. But which is uppermost? 
God’s continuing gracious concern for 
Israel?32 Or Israel’s disobedience?33 The 
question that this verse sparks in 11:1 
might suggest that the latter is closer to 
the truth. But we should probably not 
choose between the two. Both the grace 
of God in revealing himself and in reach-
ing out to Israel and Israel’s refusal to 
respond to that grace are important for 
Paul’s argument.

Romans 15:7-13
The third block of text signifi cant for 

our study features another catena of OT 
quotations. The important summary 
paragraph 15:7-13 is the conclusion to 
Paul’s exhortation to the “weak” and the 
“strong.” But many think that the para-
graph has an even wider significance, 
arguing that the breadth of themes in 
15:7-13 suggests that it should be seen as 
the conclusion to the entire letter.34 And 
it is true that this paragraph alludes to 
many of the themes that have dominated 
Romans. Nevertheless, I think it is prefer-
able to see Paul’s allusion to some of the 
larger themes of the letter as a means of 
buttressing his fi nal appeal to the “strong” 
and the “weak.” He sets the local confl ict 
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in Rome against the panorama of salva-
tion history in order to stimulate them to 
obedience.35 

Paul’s emphasis on the inclusion within 
the people of God of both Jews and Gen-
tiles is an appropriate last appeal to the 
“weak” and “strong.” For I understand 
the difference between these two groups 
to be basically the issue of the continuing 
applicability of the Jewish law. The fi ssure 
between the two parties ran, then, largely 
along ethnic lines. Paul’s “broadening” of 
perspective, as he reminds his readers of 
the new covenant inclusion of Jews and 
Gentiles, provides the basic theological 
undergirding for his plea that the “strong” 
and the “weak” at Rome “receive one 
another.”

Verses 8-9a summarizes one of the 
central motifs of the letter: that God has 
fulfi lled the promise of the Abrahamic 
covenant by bringing Gentiles into the 
people of God through the gospel. For the 
barrier between “strong” and “weak” is at 
root the barrier between Jew and Gentile, a 
barrier that Christ’s ministry dismantled. 
Paul makes this clear by showing that 
Christ provided both for the fulfi ll ment of 
God’s promises to the Jews (v. 8) and for 
the inclusion of Gentiles in glorifying God 
(v. 9a). The precise syntactical relationship 
between these two assertions is not clear. 
But I think it is easiest to posit two parallel 
purpose expres sions dependent on v. 8a:

I say that Christ has become a ser-
vant of the circumcision for the sake 
of the truth of God,
(a) in order to confi rm the promises 
made to the fathers;
(b) and in order that the Gentiles 
might glorify God for the sake of 
his mercy.36

Paul maintains a critical theolog ical 
balance basic to his argument in Romans: 
the equality of Jew and Gentile and the sal-

vation-historical priority of the Jew (e.g., 
1:16b: the gospel is “for all who believe,” 
but “for the Jew fi rst”). Paul accomplishes 
this here by using parallel statements to 
describe the benefi t that both Jews and 
Gentiles derive from Christ’s mission—
promises made to the Jewish patriarchs 
are confi rmed and Gentiles are enabled 
to glorify God for his mercy to them— 
while at the same time subordinating the 
blessing of the Gentiles to Christ’s mission 
to the Jews in confi rmation of God’s faith-
fulness. Thus Paul implicitly reminds the 
“weak,” mainly Jewish Christians, that the 
“strong,” mainly Gentile Christians, are 
full members of the people of God: to use 
the illustration of chap. 11, the Gentiles, 
“wild olive shoots,” have been “grafted 
in” (11:17). At the same time, however, he 
reminds the “strong” that the status they 
enjoy rests on a Jewish foundation: “the 
root supports you” (11:18).37

Paul’s customary kaqw.j ge,graptai (“as 
it is written”) introduces the catena of 
four OT quotations. Common to all the 
quotations is the link-word “Gentiles,” 
and the fi rst three also feature the praise 
of God. These elements suggest that Paul 
may intend the quotations to provide OT 
support for his assertion in v. 9a about the 
Gentiles glorifying God. But the second 
quotation, from Deut 32:43 LXX (v. 10), 
links Gentiles and Jews together in the 
praise of God, while the fourth, from Isa 
11:10, bases the Gentiles’ hope in God on 
the Jewish Messiah. Probably, then, the 
quotations support vv. 8-9a as a whole. 
Paul cites every part of the OT—the 
“writings” (vv. 9b and 11), the “law” (v. 
10), and the “prophets” (v. 12)—to show 
that the inclusion of Gentiles with Jews in 
the praise of God has always been part of 
God’s purposes.

The fi rst quotation is from Ps 18:49.38 
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Paul may cite this text simply because it 
speaks of God being “praised” among the 
Gentiles. But the speaker is David, and it 
is possible that Paul read the psalm typo-
logically (as in his use of Psalm 69 in v. 3). 
Thus Paul may cite the verse as a claim of 
the risen Christ. And this possibility gains 
credence when we note the context of the 
verse that Paul quotes. For David’s praise 
of God “among the Gentiles” is stimulated 
by the fact that God has given him vic-
tory over Gentile nations. God has made 
him “the head of the nations,” so that a 
“people I did not know now serve me” (v. 
43). It would fi t Paul’s purposes perfectly 
if he were attributing to Christ this praise 
of God for the subduing of the Gentiles 
under his messianic rule. Through his 
death and resurrection, Gentiles who had 
not known the righteous rule of the Lord 
can now be brought into submission to 
him, glorifying him for his mercy to them. 
This opening quotation would then match 
the last in the series, both focusing on the 
way in which the Jewish king/Messiah 
has brought Gentiles into submission.

The next quotation, in v. 10, comes from 
an important source for Paul’s theology of 
salvation history, the Song of Moses. In the 
majority of MT manuscripts, Deut 32:43 
reads AM[; ~yIAg WnynIr>h;, “Praise his people, 
Gentiles.” But the LXX, with support in at 
least one medieval Hebrew MS and possi-
bly in a Qumran MS, reads euvfra,nqhte e;qnh 
meta. tou/ laou/ auvtou/, “Praise, Gentiles, with 
his people.”39 This version, which invites 
the Gentiles to praise God along with 
Israel, obviously suits Paul’s purposes 
better, and we may have here, then, a 
modifi cation of the text. But we need to be 
cautious about this conclusion, since the 
Hebrew text tradition is, as we have seen, 
by no means clear. Signifi cantly, most Eng-
lish versions adopt the Septuagint textual 

tradition at this point, and this may have 
been the standard text in Paul’s day. 

Paul next quotes another OT verse—Ps 
117:1—that calls on Gentiles to praise “the 
Lord.” As Richard Hays points out, Paul’s 
use of this verse may again suggest that he 
chooses OT texts to quote partly because 
of contextual factors: the second (and 
only other) verse of this psalm cites God’s 
“mercy” (evleo,j) and “truth” (avlhqei,a) as 
reasons for this praise, the exact blessings 
that Paul has cited in vv. 8-9a as reason to 
praise God.40

Paul’s fi nal quotation comes from Isa 
11:10. The wording is again very close to 
the LXX, although in this case the LXX dif-
fers from the MT. For the Hebrew speaks 
of the root of Jesse standing “as a signal to 
the peoples” and of the Gentiles “inquir-
ing” of him. With its reference to the shoot 
of Jesse “arising”—a possible allusion to 
Jesus’ resurrection41—to “rule” the Gen-
tiles and to the Gentiles’ “hoping”—a key 
word in this section (cf. vv. 4, 12)—the LXX 
rendering obviously suits Paul’s purposes 
better than the MT. So we might have here 
a modifi cation of the text. Nevertheless, 
the basic meaning of the text is the same 
in both versions; either would allow Paul 
to make the point he wants to make: that 
the Gentiles’ participation in the praise 
of God (vv. 9b-11) comes as a result of the 
work of “the shoot of Jesse,” a messianic 
designation.42 Once more, Paul may cite 
this text partly because of its context: Isa-
iah 11 goes on to refer to  God’s gathering 
of the “remnant” of Israel from among 
the nations.43

Romans 9:6-29
The fi nal block of texts comes in Paul’s 

discussion of Israel in Rom 9:6-29. Nine 
quotations are found here, and they can 
be divided into two categories. Eight of 
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the quotations support Paul’s argument 
about the true extent of what we might call 
“spiritual” Israel. The basic point of the 
section is made in v. 6b: “Not all of Israel 
are Israel.” Israel in both these instances 
is national Israel, and so Paul is arguing 
for the existence of a spiritual Israel within 
physical Israel. His quotations support 
this argument by pointing to the deci-
sive role played by God and his calling 
in making up the spiritual Israel. Verses 
7-13 illustrate this point from the history 
of the patriarchs. The fi rst three citations, 
from Gen 21:12, 18:10 (14), and 25:23 all 
quote the OT text accurately and apply it 
rather straightforwardly. But the fourth, 
from Mal 1:2-3 in v. 13, calls for brief 
scrutiny. Malachi uses the names Jacob 
and Esau to denote peoples: Israel and 
Edom, respectively. Most contemporary 
interpreters think that Paul also intends 
such a reference, the issue in this chapter 
being the roles of different nations in 
salvation history. Others, however, think 
that Paul is speaking about the salvation 
of individuals, and that Paul uses Mal 
1:2-3 to refer to God’s determination of the 
eternal destiny of individuals.44 The issue 
is large and would take us too far afi eld. 
Following the careful arguments of John 
Piper, I think that Romans 9 does, indeed, 
refer to the salvation of individuals, but 
indirectly. Paul is not quoting Mal 1:2-3 to 
refer to individuals; but he uses this text, 
and others, to establish a pattern of God’s 
sovereign election that he then applies 
to individuals.45 Paul then uses these 
OT texts as part of a larger argument for 
which they were not originally designed, 
but the principles Paul draws from them 
seem to be legitimate.

Verses 14-23 is an excursus in Paul’s 
argument, stimulated by the very empha-
sis on God’s sovereignty in election. Paul 

here quotes from God’s words to Moses in 
Exod 33:19 and to Pharaoh in Exod 9:16. 
Both are straightforward.

In v. 24, Paul returns, after the excursus 
in vv. 14-23, to the theme of vv. 6-13: God’s 
call is the sole basis for inclusion in the 
true people of God. Thus we encounter 
here again the characteristic vocabulary 
of that earlier paragraph: “sons of God” 
(v. 26; cf. v. 8); “seed” (v. 29; cf. vv. 7 and 
8); and, especially “call” (vv. 24 and 26; cf. 
vv. 7 and 12). But these verses also move 
beyond what Paul has said in vv. 6b-13. 
For Paul now explicitly includes Gentiles 
among those whom God is sovereignly 
calling to be part of his people. The main 
point comes in v. 24: God is calling his 
people from among both Jews and Gen-
tiles. The OT quotations in vv. 25-29 pick 
up this thesis chiastically, proof of God’s 
calling of the Gentiles coming in vv. 25-26 
and reference to Israel coming in vv. 27-29. 
Paul quotes from Isa 10:22-23, a famous 
“remnant” text, in vv. 27-28. There are 
textual diffi culties in both the OT and 
in Paul, but no startling modifi cation of 
the text seems to occur. His application is 
straightforward: Isaiah himself, by insist-
ing that it would be the “remnant,” out of 
the vast host of Jews, who would be saved, 
justifi es Paul’s insistence that God would 
save only some Jews. Verse 29, quoting 
literally from Isaiah 1:9, on the other hand, 
contains a note of hope: the Lord Almighty 
has left Israel with a “seed,” foreboding 
hope for the future. Paul thus prepares the 
way for the promises of Romans 11. 

We now return to the only quotation in 
the passage that relates to the inclusion of 
the Gentiles: the use of Hos 2:23 and 1:10 
in 9:25-26. We fi nd here perhaps the most 
striking of the shifts of application that we 
encounter in the OT quotations that Paul 
uses to validate the inclusion of the Gen-
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tiles in the messianic people of God. Ross 
Wagner calls it “a radical rereading.”46

 He quotes freely from Hos 2:23 (MT 
and LXX 2:25) in v. 25 and then verbatim 
from the LXX version of Hos 1:10a (MT 
and LXX 2:1b) in v. 26. Paul changes the 
sequence of the verses, reverses the order 
of the two clauses he cites from 2:23, and 
uses wording different from both the LXX 
and MT. Thus Paul: “’I will call them “my 
people” who are not my people [2:23c]; 
and I will call here “my loved one” who is 
not my loved one’ [2:23b], and ‘In the very 
place where it was said to them “You are 
not my people,” they will be called “chil-
dren of the living God [1:10].”’” These dif-
ferences have given rise to the suggestion 
that Paul has taken these quotations, with 
perhaps the others in vv. 25-29, from a cat-
ena already in existence.47 This is certainly 
possible, since 1 Pet 2:10 attests the popu-
larity of this language from Hosea in the 
early church.48 Paul does modify the text 
in several ways, the most notable being 
his use of the verb kale,w, “I will call,” in 
place of the more generic verb, “I will say,” 
of both the Hebrew and Greek. This is 
almost certainly Paul’s own change, since 
it matches exactly the point for which he 
adduces the quotations (cf. “call” in v. 
24).49 By reversing the order of the clauses 
in his quotation of Hos 2:23, Paul is able 
to put this verb at the beginning of his 
composite quotation from Hosea. This 
same verb also comes at the end of the 
quotation—”they shall be called sons of 
the living God”—indicating clearly where 
Paul’s stress lies.

But a potentially more serious instance 
of what seems to be arbitrary herme-
neutics on Paul’s part is his application 
of these Hosea texts to the calling of 
Gentiles. For the prophet Hosea is pre-
dicting a renewal of God’s mercy toward 

the rebellious northern tribes of Israel, 
or perhaps, toward Israel as a whole:50 
those whom God rejected and named 
lo-ruhamah, “not pitied,” and lo-ami, “not 
my people” (the symbolic names given to 
Hosea’s children [1:6-9]) are again shown 
mercy and adopted again as God’s people. 
Interpreters have sought to get around 
this diffi culty by arguing that Hosea’s 
prophecy includes the Gentiles.51 But, 
however much one might want to justify 
this conclusion theologically, there is no 
exegetical evidence for it. Others avoid 
the diffi culty by arguing that Paul applies 
these passages to the calling of the Jews 
rather than the Gentiles.52 But the chiastic 
structure of the passage that we noted 
above is against it, and the explicit men-
tion of Israel in the introduction to the Isa-
iah quotations in v. 27 implies a change of 
subject. Other apologists for the apostle’s 
hermeneutics think that Paul may imply 
an analogy: God’s calling of Gentiles oper-
ates on the same principle as God’s prom-
ised renewal of the ten northern tribes.53 
But Paul requires more than an analogy 
to establish from Scripture justifi cation for 
God’s calling of Gentiles to be his people. 
I will consider below the hermeneutics 
involved in the appropriation of the text 
in a wider context. 

Remaining Quotations in Romans
We are now left with seven other quo-

tations to consider. Four of these need 
only brief mention, since they exhibit a 
direct appropriation of the OT: Rom 2:6, 
which cites the principle that “God ‘will 
repay everyone according to what they 
have done’” from Prov 24:12 (or Ps 62:12); 
Rom 11:8 and Rom 11:9-10, which apply 
imprecations from Deut 29:4, Isa 29:10, 
and Ps 69:22-23 to the “hardened” major-
ity of Israel; and 14:11, which quotes the 
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well-known language from Isa 45:23 about 
“every knee bowing” and “every tongue 
confessing” to demonstrate the equality 
of Jew and Gentile in the judgment of 
the Lord.

Three other quotations are not so 
straightforward and require more inves-
tigation. At the end of Paul’s criticism of 
Jews for failing to live up to the privileges 
they boast about in 2:17-24, Paul cites the 
OT for confirmation: “’God’s name is 
blasphemed among the Gentiles because 
of you,’ just as it is written” (v. 24). Two 
different prophetic passages contain lan-
guage like this, Isa 52:5 and Ezek 36:20. 
The latter verse comes from the famous 
“new heart” and “new spirit” prophecy, 
which Paul uses elsewhere, including a 
possible allusion later in Romans.54 But 
the text of Paul’s quotation is closer to 
the Isaiah passage. Since the sense of the 
two OT passages is the same, the issue is 
not of major importance, but I think the 
allusion to Isaiah is a bit more likely. Not 
only is Isaiah Paul’s favorite OT book, but 
he also quotes from this very section (v. 7) 
in 10:15 to sketch the course of evangelistic 
preaching.55 

But the interesting aspect of this quota-
tion is that Isaiah (and Ezekiel also, if we 
choose that text) ascribes the blasphemy 
of God’s name not to Israel’s sin but to 
her condition of exile, which has led the 
nations to question God’s existence and 
faithfulness. We have here, then, another 
shift of application in the use of the OT 
that has as its ultimate purpose “leveling 
the playing fi eld” between Israel and the 
Gentiles.

The quotation of Ps 44:22 is one of the 
only two quotations in Romans 5-8. Its 
purpose is, as Calvin puts it to show that 
“it is no new thing for the Lord to permit 
his saints to be undeservedly exposed to 

the cruelty of the ungodly.”56 But in com-
paring Christians who suffer tribulation to 
sheep being led to the slaughter of Psalm 
44, Paul is also implicitly making another 
point.57 For the “sheep to be slaughtered” 
of Psalm 44 are, of course, the people of 
Israel, suffering in exile. Paul’s shift of 
application—from Israel to the church—
can easily go overlooked, just because it 
is so common. But at some time, it cries 
out for hermeneutical and theological 
justifi cation. 

The two fi nal quotations are part of 
Paul’s exposition of the Abraham story 
in chapter 4. Romans 4 elaborates with 
respect to Abraham two important points 
that Paul has made in 3:27-30: that justi-
fi cation is by faith, not works; and that 
justifi cation is equally available to both the 
circumcised and the uncircumcised. The 
two quotations are similar, each coming 
from a promise made by God to Abra-
ham that he would be blessed with many 
descendants. Paul fi rst quotes from Gen 
17:5 in v. 17, “I have made you a father of 
many nations,” to confi rm his assertion 
in v. 16 that Abraham is the “father of 
us all”—including both Jewish believers 
and Gentile believers.58 He then repeats 
the OT description of Abraham as the 
“father of many nations” in v. 18, citing 
an earlier promise of God to Abraham 
in confi rmation: “So shall your offspring 
be,” from 15:5. Clearly, in Paul’s view, the 
“many nations” of which Abraham is the 
father are equivalent to the “offspring,” 
or “seed” of Abraham. We fi nd here no 
modifi cation of the text: Paul quotes the 
LXX exactly, and the LXX accurately ren-
ders the MT. Whether we have a shift of 
application depends on the scope of the 
word “offspring” in 15:5 and “nations” 
in 17:4. But other OT texts followed, of 
course, by Jewish interpreters, tend to 
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restrict Abraham’s “seed” to Israel and 
the “nations” to physical descendants 
of Abraham.59 To be sure, the covenant 
with Abraham always included ultimate 
blessing, in some form, for the nations 
(e.g., 12:3; 18:18; 22:18; 26:4). But a distinc-
tion between Abraham’s “offspring” or 
“descendants,” who become participants 
in the covenant, and the “nations,” which 
receive benefi ts through Abraham in some 
unspecifi ed way, seems strictly to be main-
tained.60 Paul’s claim that the “offspring” 
of Abraham includes Gentiles as well as 
Jews (v. 16) is a considerable advance on 
this idea, and his use of Gen 15:5 and 17:4 
to buttress the case does require a shift in 
application to work. 

We have reached the end of our brief 
and all-too-superfi cial survey of the OT 
quotations that Paul uses in Romans to 
redefi ne the people of God. We have found 
abundant evidence of a “universalizing” 
hermeneutic, leading Paul to fi nd in the 
OT abundant testimony to the turn of sal-
vation history that the gospel has initiated. 
I want next to take a quick glance at what 
these quotations may reveal about Paul’s 
hermeneutical axioms. 

Salvation History, 
Gentile Inclusion, and 
Paul’s Hermeneutical Axioms

What theological assumptions about 
salvation history might explain Paul’s use 
of the OT to justify the inclusion of the 
Gentiles in the people of God? Let’s look at 
the following points. (1) Paul’s conscious-
ness of being “a light to the Gentiles,” a 
conviction that probably stemmed from 
his conversion experience, made it clear 
that he was an important instrument in the 
eschatological plan revealed in the latter 
chapters of Isaiah. The key elements in 
Paul’s understanding of salvation history 

are all present here, and often juxtaposed 
together: the mission of a servant who dies 
an atoning death for the people, the resto-
ration of Israel to new and unprecedented 
blessing after the experience of sin and 
exile, the participation of the Gentiles 
in that restoration. Paul’s “Copernican 
revolution,” his replacement of torah 
with Christ at the center of his theological 
convictions, led him to read the OT, and 
especially the prophecies of Isaiah, with 
a new perspective. 

(2) One theological pattern that many 
scholars think informed Paul’s use of 
the OT to argue for the inclusion of the 
Gentiles is the eschatological pilgrimage 
tradition. According to this tradition, 
Israel’s restoration to glory in the end-
times would stimulate Gentiles to offer 
themselves and their gifts in the service 
of Yahweh. See, perhaps most clearly, Pss. 

Sol. 17:26-46: 

He will gather a holy people [v. 26]. 
. . . He will have Gentile nations 
serving him under his yoke, and 
he will glorify the Lord in (a place) 
prominent (above) the whole earth. 
And he will purge Jerusalem (and 
make it) holy as it was even from 
the beginning, (for) nations to come 
from the ends of the earth to see his 
glory, to bring as gifts her children 
who had been driven out, and to 
see the glory of the Lord with which 
God has glorifi ed her [vv. 30-31]. 
(See also Isa 2:2-3a; 56:6-7; 60:1-7; 
Tob. 13:11-13; 14:6-7; T. Zeb. 9:8; Benj. 
9:2; SibOr. 3.767-95.) 

Paul, in light of his new understanding 
of events from the gospel, reverses the 
order of events and “spiritualizes” the 
process: instead of Gentiles coming to 
worship Yahweh in Jerusalem as a result 
of Israel’s restoration, Israel is saved in 
response to the extension of salvation to 
the Gentiles. Donaldson questions the 
signifi cance of the tradition for Paul, not-
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ing that Paul does not quote any of the 
standard OT pilgrimage texts.61 In my 
commentary, I dismissed Donaldson’s 
skepticism,62 but I now think it is more 
warranted than I did then. Three con-
siderations are especially telling. (i) Paul 
does not quote from the OT texts that most 
clearly predict this eschatological pattern. 
(ii) Many of the texts that prophesy a pil-
grimage of Gentiles in the last days picture 
the Gentiles in a decidedly subordinate 
role to Israel (see, e.g., Isa 49:23; 61:4-6). 
Paul, on the other hand, clearly affi rms 
the Gentiles’ co-equality with Jews in the 
people of God. (iii) Paul’s reversal of the 
sequence of Israel and the Gentiles strikes 
at the very essence of the tradition. I do 
not want to dismiss the possibility that 
the pilgrimage motif has infl uenced Paul 
at some points. But I doubt that it was a 
major hermeneutical axiom in his inter-
pretation of the OT.

(3) We are on much more solid ground 
when we turn to the Abrahamic story. 
Abraham provides Paul with the most 
important OT antecedents for his insis-
tence on justification by faith and the 
centrality of grace. But Abraham’s story, 
and especially the divine promises that are 
basic to that story, also provide Paul with 
the key to salvation history and therefore 
to his hermeneutics of OT interpretation. 
Indeed, at the risk of exaggeration, we 
might almost say that continuity with 
Abraham is the key to Paul’s argument 
about the Gentiles in Romans. The argu-
ment of Romans 4 is well-known, and 
we need not repeat its details here. But 
Abraham is also central to the argument 
about the nature and extent of the people 
of God in Romans 9-11. The chapters begin 
with a reminder that Israel possesses the 
promises and the patriarchs (9:4-5), and 
all the rest of the discussion is, in a sense, 

an elaboration of what these promises, 
connected with the patriarchs really 
mean. The way in which Abraham’s seed 
is “reckoned” is central in Romans 9, and 
in Romans 11 the “root” from which the 
olive tree, the people of God, spring, is 
Abraham and the other patriarchs (v. 16). 
The climax of Paul’s argument, the salva-
tion of all Israel, is grounded in the fact 
that the people are “loved on account of 
the patriarchs” (v. 28). And the climactic 
text we looked at earlier, 15:7-13, makes 
God’s confirmation of his promises to 
the patriarchs basic to the inclusion of 
the Gentiles (vv. 8-9). The Abrahamic and 
patriarchal promises would be brought 
into even greater prominence if the thesis 
of Sam Williams and others—that “the 
righteousness of God” refers to God’s 
faithfulness to the Abrahamic promise—
could be confi rmed. But I doubt whether 
that is what the “righteousness of God” 
means. 

One of the remarkable aspects of 
Paul’s appeal to Abraham is his appar-
ent assumption that he does not have to 
explain why Abraham is so important. 
In Galatians, Paul seems to accept his 
opponents’ contention that belonging to 
Abraham’s seed is essential if the Gentiles 
are to be included in the people of God. 
No such clear polemical context exists in 
Romans, but here, also, Paul never seeks to 
justify this assumption. We are justifi ed in 
thinking, then, that the equation between 
God’s people and the seed of Abraham 
is Pauline theological bedrock. And, of 
course, this equation is one that the OT 
itself attests. 

Paul’s task, then, was to explain how 
the gospel he proclaimed, which brought 
Gentiles into the people of God on equal 
footing with believing Jews, could be 
squared with these Abrahamic promises. 
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Thus he affirms in Romans 4 that the 
promises about Abraham’s “offspring” 
and the “nations” that he would produce 
include uncircumcised Gentiles. While 
these texts in themselves do not clearly 
bear this meaning, Paul is undoubtedly 
infl uenced by the broader context of the 
promise in Genesis, which includes bless-
ing of the nations through Abraham. And 
Paul, of course, quotes from this aspect of 
the promise in Galatians. 

Once we recognize the foundational 
nature of the Abrahamic promise for 
Paul, we can look more closely to see if it 
helps explain some of the other shifts of 
application in the quotations we have con-
sidered. And it is just at this point that we 
fi nd some warrant for Paul’s application 
of Hos 1:10 to the Gentiles, for Hosea’s 
prophecy echoes the Abrahamic promise 
of Genesis.63 The opening words of Hos 
1:10 (which Paul does not quote) predict, 
“Yet the Israelites will be like the sand on 
the seashore, which cannot be measured 
or counted.” This theme of innumerable 
descendants is a constant refrain in the 
Abrahamic promise texts of Genesis, and 
the analogy with the “dust of the earth” 
or “the sand on the sea shore” is used four 
times.64 Other OT texts use the language in 
the same way, and one of those texts, Isa 
10:22, is quoted by Paul in the very next 
verse (27).65 As D. Stuart reconstructs the 
logic, “Those who are in Christ constitute 
Abraham’s seed, of whom this prediction 
of great growth was made.”66 

At the risk of stretching the connecting 
thread beyond the breaking point, let me 
also suggest that two other quotations 
Paul uses might have been drawn into 
his universalizing hermeneutic through 
this Hosea text. For the Hosea text char-
acterizes those who are the recipients of 
God’s grace as “not my people.” Similar 

language occurs in Deut 32:21, which Paul 
quotes in 10:19, and in Isa 65:1, which he 
quotes in 10:20. I think it is at least possible 
that the wording of the Abrahamic prom-
ise, which Paul applies to Gentiles, led 
him to Hos 1:10, which, in turn brought 
Deut 32:21 and Isa 65:1 into the orbit of 
inclusivist proof-texts. Whether these 
further connections can be demonstrated 
or not, it is certainly safe to conclude that 
Paul uses a universalistic interpretation 
of the Abrahamic promises as a key lens 
through which he reads the OT.

(4) A theological axiom deeply rooted 
in many streams of Christian tradition 
is that the church is the new covenant 
counterpart of Israel. OT predictions of a 
renewed Israel therefore fi nd their fulfi ll-
ment in the church.67 If Paul held such a 
theological assumption, it would explain 
several of the most striking shifts of appli-
cation we have discovered, each involving 
the application to Gentile Christians of 
texts that speak of Israel. Nevertheless, 
the long and honored pedigree of this 
theological assumption does not make 
it immune to criticism. Dispensational-
ists have always been unhappy with the 
equation, and they have been joined by 
many post-Holocaust interpreters, who 
fear that the “replacement” model so long 
popular in Christian theology has contrib-
uted to anti-Semitism. I cannot enter this 
argument in any depth here, and so I will 
simply state and develop two of my own 
conclusions on this issue.

First, the Christian community has 
taken over many of the spiritual privi-
leges and blessings granted to OT Israel. 
In calling the church “the elect,” “the 
beloved of God,” and attributing to her 
“adoption” and “glory” in Romans 1-8, 
Paul makes this point quite clear. And 
while, of course, it is debated, I think that 
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Gal 6:16 expresses this conviction in so 
many words, Paul calling the church the 
“Israel of God.”68 By speaking of an “Israel 
according to the fl esh” (1 Cor 10:18), Paul 
implies the existence of a different Israel, 
an “Israel according to the Spirit.” But 
one can, of course, also reverse this logic: 
the existence of an “Israel according to 
the Spirit,” defi ned now not by ethnic 
status but by faith, implies the existence 
of an “Israel according to the fl esh.” Here, 
perhaps, in what E. E. Ellis calls an “escha-
tological reversal,” we might have the 
hermeneutical basis for Paul’s application 
of OT texts about the wicked to Israel as a 
whole. God’s revelation in the gospel, by 
redefi ning the boundaries of the people of 
God, makes clear that Israel can make no 
claim, on the basis of ethnic identity, to be 
the people of God. From this standpoint, 
therefore, it is perfectly logical to apply 
to Israel OT language directed to those 
outside the covenant. 

Third, however, Paul stubbornly 
resists a straightforward “replacement” 
model of Israel and the church. On my 
view, the contested Rom 11:25-27 predicts 
salvation for Israel as a nation, and Paul 
quotes to support that prediction an OT 
prophecy about the restoration of Israel 
(Isa 59:20-21). Clearly, then, Paul does 
not countenance the idea that we can just 
substitute the church for the word Israel 
in OT prophecies. Is Paul’s appeal to OT 
prophecies about Israel then simply arbi-
trary? Why does Paul think that Hos 1:10, 
for instance, applies to Gentiles while Isa 
59:20-21 includes national Israel? 

Perhaps an answer to these questions 
lies in a re-evaluation of the Israel = 
church typology. As I will suggest, typol-
ogy in general is a helpful hermeneutical 
construct, rooted in Scripture itself. But 
typology can easily slide into a kind 

of a-historical allegorical approach, in 
which, for instance, OT Israel becomes 
a kind of symbol for the NT church. The 
relationship between Israel and the church 
in Paul’s perspective is much more his-
torically oriented and continuous than 
this model might suggest. As his olive 
tree analogy in Romans 11 makes clear, 
Paul views Gentiles who are experienc-
ing the messianic salvation as belonging 
not to a new body discontinuous with 
Israel but to Israel itself. True, this is not 
simply national Israel—for unbelieving 
Jews can be, and are, cut off from it. But 
it is the spiritual Israel within Israel that, 
according to Romans 9, has always been 
in existence and, according to 11:16, grows 
from the seed of God’s promises to the 
patriarchs. If we follow the logic of this 
analogy, then, the church is not so much 
a replacement for Israel or even a “new” 
Israel; it is the continuation of “Israel” in 
the era of fulfi llment. As has always been 
the case, believing Jews, the remnant, are 
a part of this spiritual Israel. And Paul’s 
“to the Jew fi rst” makes clear that the 
Jewish presence in the new Israel is both 
fi tting and necessary. Now, however, in 
fulfi llment of the promise to Abraham and 
in line with the prophetic expectation of 
the universal extent of God’s kingdom, 
Gentiles are becoming a part of Israel. And 
in the eschatological consummation, as I 
understand Romans 11, many more Jews 
will be added to spiritual Israel.

Recognizing this continuity in Israel 
from testament to testament provides 
a rationale for Paul’s application of OT 
texts about Israel to the Gentiles. Paul can 
see in Hos 1:10 and Isa 65:1 and Ps 44:22 
and Joel 2:32 reference to the Gentiles 
because Israel, the seed of Abraham, now 
includes Gentiles. In some sense, what I 
am proposing is not a lot different than the 
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usual church = Israel construct. But this 
construct too easily leads to a complete 
displacement model that would have 
Paul uprooting one olive tree and planting 
another in its place. Paradoxically, while 
such a view is usually seen to highlight the 
continuity of the testaments, at this point, 
at least, it introduces an unwarranted 
break in salvation history.

What I am suggesting is, of course, not 
new, and similar schemes have emerged 
in recent decades as both covenant and 
dispensational theologians have been 
compelled by hard biblical data to revise 
some of the older, perhaps overly sim-
plistic hermeneutical formulas. But let me 
add my voice to those who are seeking a 
via media. 

We could clearly say much more here, 
but I want to conclude with some general 
remarks on the universalizing hermeneu-
tic that we have uncovered in Romans. 
Paul’s daring and original reading of the 
OT raises insistently the question of the 
validity of what he is doing. What are we 
to make of Paul’s interpretations in light of 
our belief in the unity and truthfulness of 
Scripture? Many exegetes and theologians 
have grappled with this problem, and they 
have come to many different conclusions. 
It will be useful to glance quickly at seven 
of the major solutions to the “problem” 
that we have sketched. 

Various Attempts to Understand 
Paul’s Universalizing Hermeneutic

We fi rst briefl y note three approaches 
that downplay the problem or deny it 
entirely.

The Textual Approach 
Theologians in earlier centuries often 

explained discrepancies between OT text 
and NT quotations by recourse to alterna-

tive texts. When Paul’s wording did not 
match that of the existing Hebrew text of 
the passage that he cites, scholars would 
posit a harmonizing alternative reading 
in either Paul or the OT. This approach 
was generally discredited with the advent 
of historical criticism, since the alterna-
tive texts often hypothesized sometimes 
seemed to be no more than phantoms cre-
ated to get around a theological problem. 
But the approach had new life pumped 
into it as a result of the manuscript fi nds 
at Qumran. The Dead Sea documents 
provide evidence that some readings of 
the LXX that were once regarded as trans-
lational mistakes may, in fact, be accurate 
renderings of an existing Hebrew text. 
And this raises the possibility that textual 
forms of the OT existed in the fi rst century 
for which we have little evidence. 

These discoveries remind us that quick 
and dogmatic assertions of a NT author’s 
“misquotation” of an OT passage are inap-
propriate. And a few vexing textual issues 
in the NT quotations may fi nd resolution 
here. Paul’s quotation of Deut 32:43 in 
Rom 15:10 is a good example. His ver-
sion differs from the Masoretic text, but, 
fi nding support in both the LXX and in 
other Hebrew manuscripts, it has good 
claim to have been the original version of 
the Hebrew text here. Nevertheless, this 
textual approach is not a fi nal solution 
to the larger problem of validity. For one 
thing, it often simply creates a new level 
of problems. Let us say, for instance, that 
a NT author quotes a Greek text repre-
sented in a non-Masoretic text that has 
little claim to be the “original” text. The 
NT author may be following faithfully 
the text before him, but it still differs from 
the “original.” It would be as if a preacher 
proclaimed a false doctrine based on an 
erroneous translation of the Bible into 
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English. And, fi nally, the textual approach 
is quite inadequate as a final solution 
because it offers no help for the “shift in 
application” issue that we have detailed 
so clearly in Romans—a problem, judging 
from our survey, that is much bigger than 
the textual issue.

The Literary Approach
Interpreters rightly note that people use 

language found in other sources for more 
than one reason. Sometimes they will use 
the language because it is proverbial, or 
because it puts a certain point very well. 
They may have no intention of claiming 
the original text’s authority for what they 
say. When my third son Lukas, a six-foot 
six, 245 pound, superbly conditioned 
college basketball player, said to me 
on the driveway as I threatened to take 
the basketball to the hoop against him, 
“Go ahead, Dad, make my day,” he has 
no intention of capturing the “original” 
meaning these words had on the lips of 
Clint Eastwood. And so we must allow the 
NT authors occasionally to use the OT is 
a similar manner. We have suggested that 
Paul’s use of Ps 19:4 in Rom 10:18 might 
be explained in this way. Paul simply uses 
the wording of that psalm to express his 
point, and we misunderstand him if we 
think he is claiming that the psalmist was 
predicting the preaching of Christian 
evangelists. As Richard Hays argues, “The 
citation of Ps 19:4 does not prove that Jews 
have had the opportunity to hear the gos-
pel; rather, it gives Paul a ‘vocabulary of 
a second and higher power’ with which 
to assert that they have heard it.”69 What 
Hays suggests is that Paul intends his 
allusion to Psalm 19 to pick up some of 
the fl avor of that text, with its emphasis on 
God’s marvelous, universal display of his 
nature. Similarly, my son’s Lukas’s taunt 

to me, while not claiming the authority of 
the original, picks up some of the menace 
and threat of violence that adheres to the 
quotation because of shared remembrance 
of its original setting. He is suggesting 
that my foolish plan to drive to the basket 
against him may bring on a disaster akin 
to that suffered by those miscreants who 
dared challenge Dirty Harry. 

I think that Hays is right to suggest that 
we have often accorded NT quotations 
more evidential purpose than they actu-
ally had. And Ps 19:4 may well be a good 
example of the concept of “intertextual 
echo” that he talks about in his book and 
that we will look at in more detail later. 
But this “literary” approach offers no fi nal 
solution to the problem posed by the NT 
quotations (nor does Hays argue that it 
does). For many quotations, and some of 
the most problematic ones, clearly do have 
the purpose of providing OT support for 
the point the NT author is making. 

A related, though slightly distinct 
situation is the use of the OT to draw an 
analogy. As we noted, for instance, many 
interpreters think that Paul quotes Hosea 
in 9:25-26 because that OT text states 
a certain principle in the operation of 
God’s grace that Paul applies to a differ-
ent situation: as God graciously brought 
back erring Israel, so he graciously accepts 
Gentiles. But the situation Paul addresses 
requires more than an analogy. The inclu-
sion of Gentiles is, from the standpoint 
of Jewish theology, an unexpected and 
radical situation. Paul must show that 
the inclusion of Gentiles is warranted by 
Scripture. So, while argument by anal-
ogy may explain some NT quotations, it 
provides no comprehensive solution to 
the problem.
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The Theological Exegesis Approach 
I fi rst became acquainted with the issue 

of the OT in the New through the classes 
of Walter Kaiser over thirty years ago. His 
ideas have been a great stimulus to my 
own thinking, and I gladly acknowledge 
my considerable debt to him. Neverthe-
less, as this laudatory introduction will 
prepare you to expect, I do not fi nally 
agree with Kaiser’s views on the OT in 
the NT. Kaiser’s answer to the problem 
we are addressing is simple: there is no 
problem. Rightly exegeted, with due 
attention given to the informing theology, 
the OT texts that NT authors quote are in 
complete harmony with the meanings the 
NT authors give them. Kaiser will allow 
for elaborations of OT texts by applica-
tion, but this affects the signifi cance of the 
quote and not its meaning.70 

Kaiser is especially to be commended 
for his valiant attempts to descend from 
theory and to validate his view “in the 
trenches” of exegesis. Over the years, he 
has tackled many of the problem quota-
tions in the NT, suggesting ingenious and 
sometimes convincing interpretations that 
justify his larger theory. However, it is 
just here—at the level of exegesis—that 
I fi nd Kaiser’s approach to be wanting. I 
agree entirely with Kaiser that too many 
exegetes go about their business with a 
kind of tunnel vision, ignoring the larger 
theological themes that the texts are a 
part of and which they advance. But even 
when all possible allowance is made for 
the infl uence of theology on texts, a gap 
between the original meaning of the OT 
text and the meaning that text is given in 
the NT very often remains. We may cite 
Paul’s quotation of Isa 65:1 in Rom 10:20 as 
an example from our own survey. Isaiah, 
so the best exegetes of that text inform 
us, predicts that the Israel, will fi nd the 

Lord, though they are not seeking him. 
Paul applies the language to the inclusion 
of Gentiles. The “meaning”—and not just 
the “signifi cance”—that Paul gives this 
passage is different than its meaning in the 
context and historical situation of Isaiah. A 
quick review of the texts we have looked 
at together will reveal many other such 
examples. 

The Dual-Authorship Approach
One time-honored solution to the prob-

lem presented by such texts is to claim that 
the NT author perceives, via inspiration, a 
meaning in the text intended by the divine 
author but not perceived by, nor expressed 
by, the human author.71 This approach 
correctly emphasizes that the NT authors 
claim to fi nd the meaning that they give 
their texts in the texts themselves, and, of 
course, we can agree that God was active 
in production of Scripture. But the theory 
of inspiration that it rests upon, positing 
as it does different meanings intended 
by the two authors of Scripture, runs into 
severe difficulties with the traditional 
“concursive” view of the relationship 
of the divine and the human authors of 
Scripture. Moreover, the view has dif-
fi culty explaining why Paul, for instance, 
explicitly cites Isaiah (the human author) 
in introducing his quotation of Isa 65:1 
that we were just talking about.

The Jewish Exegesis Approach
Scholars trying to understand the way 

in which NT writers use the OT have natu-
rally spent a great deal of time searching 
ancient Jewish literature for illumination. 
And the search has certainly paid off. NT 
authors are clearly indebted to Jewish 
techniques of interpretation for proce-
dures and, less often, for conclusions. In 
the texts we have studied, for instance, we 
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have found evidence of what the Jews call 
“pearl-stringing,” the rapid-fi re citation of 
texts on a similar topic (3:10-18), the tech-
nique the rabbis termed gezerah shawah, 
which uses verbal links to associate texts 
(the “sand of the sea” phrase common 
to Hos 1:10 and Isa 10:22, the texts Paul 
quotes in 9:25-27; e;qnh in each of the quota-
tions in 15:9-12), and the appeal to all three 
parts of the OT canon, “law,” “prophets,” 
and “writings” (also in 15:9-12). 

Nevertheless, parallels between Jew-
ish and NT use of the OT occur almost 
entirely at the level of what I have called 
“appropriation techniques.” At the level 
of hermeneutical axioms, where the real 
driving force in interpretation is to be 
found, there are profound differences 
between the NT and the various ancient 
Jewish communities. Moreover, parallels 
with Jewish procedures, to the extent that 
those procedures go against the grain of 
what is today considered valid exegetical 
procedure, simply exacerbate the prob-
lem.72 Hays’s observation here is right 
on target: 

The more closely Paul’s methods can 
be identifi ed with recognized inter-
pretive conventions of fi rst-century 
Judaism, the less arbitrary and 
more historically understandable 
they appear; however, at the same 
time, such historical explanations of 
Paul’s exegesis render it increasingly 
diffi cult to see how interpretations 
that employ such methods can bear 
any persuasive power or normative 
value for that mythical creature of 
whom Bultmann spoke with such 
conviction: modern man.73

The Typological Approach
Typology promises help at just this 

level. To be sure, typology is easier to 
talk about than to describe. And those 
who have attempted defi nitions do not 
always agree. To put matters as simply 

and with as little controversy as possible, 
typology is the hermeneutical implication 
of a salvation-historical understanding 
of the relationship of the testaments. 
Christ’s ministry and the new messianic 
community are the fulfi llment of the OT. 
These new covenant realities “fill up” 
(cf. plhro,w) the meaning of the OT. With 
such a conviction in place, the NT authors 
naturally seek to discover specifi c ways in 
which OT events, people, or institutions 
might prefi gure the new revelation that 
they are both seeking to understand and 
to relate to the revelation God had already 
given his people. Further, as Paul implies 
in 1 Cor 10:11, the NT authors think 
that these prefi gurements are divinely 
ordained.74 

Typology is probably the most common 
approach among conservative interpret-
ers seeking to explain the phenomena of 
the quotations that we have examined. 
Both Old and New Testament scholars, 
commenting on the OT text or its Pauline 
application, will suggest that the relation-
ship between the two is to be explained 
as an outworking of the basic NT convic-
tion that the people of Israel fi nd their 
NT counterpart in the church. As Goppelt 
puts it, “ [T]here is a typological relation-
ship between the people of God in the 
Old and New Testaments that reveals to 
the NT people of God the nature of their 
salvation.”75 Goppelt refers specifi cally in 
this context to Rom 9:25-26 and notes the 
way in which “the calling of Gentiles ful-
fi lls the prophecy that originally promised 
the readoption of Israel.”76 Now it is just 
at this point that some of you will begin 
to entertain doubts about the usefulness 
of typology to explain the issues we are 
examining. Certainly those readers who 
remain unreconstructed dispensational-
ists and probably also their progressive 
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brethren will blanch at a hermeneutical 
approach that validates the equation of 
Israel with the church. And the fact is, as 
you have probably recognized, typology 
does not “validate” this equation. Under-
stood in the manner we have described, 
typology is not an exegetical technique, 
nor even a hermeneutical axiom, but a 
broad theological construct with herme-
neutical implications.77 (A survey of just 
how much Goppelt can subsume under 
the category of “typology” in his famous 
book on the subject would quickly confi rm 
this hypothesis.) Therefore, while typol-
ogy is an important part of the solution 
to the problem we are addressing, it does 
not, in itself, provide the kind of specifi cs 
about Paul’s interpretation of the OT that 
we require. 

The Intertextual Approach
Those of you who been paying close 

attention will recognize how much I am 
indebted to Richard Hays’s important 
monograph on Paul’s use of the OT, Echoes 

of Scripture in the Letters of Paul. And in case 
you have missed it, let me acknowledge 
clearly how much this book has infl u-
enced and, in some cases, redirected, my 
thinking on the use of the OT in the NT. 
Hays argues for an intertextual approach 
to Paul’s use of the OT, and his carefully 
worked out view is a good representative 
of this latest fad in interpretation. 

Intertextuality, in keeping with so many 
recent developments in biblical exegesis, 
is indebted to insights from literary analy-
sis. It focuses on the way in which texts 
written at different times and places can 
resonate with one another, shedding new 
insight on both the old text and the new 
one. Intertextuality emphasizes that texts 
relate to one another at more fundamen-
tal levels than the explicit quotations we 

have focused on. Authors infl uenced by 
another text will express their dependence 
in a variety of ways, some of them subtle 
and discerned only by very careful read-
ing. This process can be clearly observed 
within the OT itself, and Hays sees Paul 
as continuing that pattern of intertextual 
interpretation that the Scripture itself 
appears to validate. 

One element of intertextual relation-
ship that Hays focuses particular attention 
on is the literary convention of metalepsis, 
according to which allusions between 
texts must be seen in light of a broad 
interplay between those texts. Explicit 
quotations are the tip of an intertextual 
iceberg, representing only the surface 
level of a far-ranging intertextual nexus 
of relationships. Hays’s interpretation 
of Paul’s quotation of Isa 52:5 in 2:24 is a 
good example. At the surface level, Paul 
seems here to misquote the OT text. But 
when we view the quotation in the light 
of the larger context of Isaiah 52 and of 
the direction of the argument in Romans, 
a different picture emerges. Isaiah 52 goes 
on to speak of God’s eventual mercy to 
Israel; and Paul, of course, does the same 
thing as Romans progresses. Thus, Hays 
argues, once we have read to the end of 
Romans, we recognize that Paul’s nega-
tive reading of Isa 52:4 is only provisional, 
ultimately to be taken up and redirected 
by the larger argument of the letter. In 
insisting that Paul quotes OT texts with 
attention to the context from which they 
are taken, Hays’s intertextual proposal is 
similar to the famous C. H. Dodd argu-
ment that NT writers quote from blocks of 
OT texts. But Hays goes much further than 
Dodd in fi nding what he calls “echoes” 
that are awakened by the NT quotations 
and allusions, as the perceptive reader 
refl ects on the rich and sometimes confus-
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ing interplay between NT fulfi llment and 
OT context and narrative. 

Hays’s particular version of intertextu-
ality has many attractive features. Against 
those who persist in thinking that Paul 
quotes atomistically, in proof-text fashion, 
Hays rightly insists that Paul often shows 
regard for the context from which the 
quotation is taken. And Hays is also right, 
I think, to suggest that our approaches to 
the problem of the OT in the New have 
often been constricted by a rather linear 
and simplistic model of literary rela-
tionship. Texts with which we are very 
familiar shape our thinking and writing 
in many different ways—some obvious, 
some very subtle. Hays is right to argue 
that we must approach Paul’s interaction 
with the OT with the expectation that the 
OT will infl uence his writing in a variety 
of ways, some of them subtle and perhaps 
even unconscious to Paul himself. 

But I am not yet ready to jump on 
the intertextual bandwagon. My reac-
tion to many interpretations indebted 
to a broadly intertextual approach is 
that they are too clever by half. Subtle 
relationships—sometimes too subtle for 
me to discern—become the central inter-
pretive focus, often subordinating or even 
driving out what seem to be the explicit 
concerns of the text. I am not so sure, for 
instance, that a reader of Romans, how-
ever perceptive, would note the word of 
promise that Hays fi nds in Paul’s quota-
tion of Isa 52:5. 

But a more serious problem, particu-
larly relevant to our own agenda, is the 
problem of validity. Hays’s intertextual 
proposal offers little help at this point. 
He argues that Paul was not an exegete 
of the OT text, concerned about its “origi-
nal sense.” Rather, under the infl uence 
of the Spirit, Paul read the OT in light 

of its culmination in Christ and uncov-
ered latent meaning in the text that the 
original authors themselves would often 
have been unaware of.78 Paul was him-
self convinced that his interpretations 
brought out the true, eschatological sense 
of the Scriptures. But the gap that we 
perceive between the original sense and 
the NT application remains. Hays, I think, 
would argue that this gap, or at least the 
problem of the gap, is partly of our own 
making. It is only because we insist that 
the “historical-grammatical” method is 
the only way to uncover the “true” sense 
of the text that we have a problem at all. 
The gap we are talking about is created by 
our rather immodest insistence that the 
only true meaning is the meaning that we 
discover by our methods. I have myself 
some sympathy with this response to the 
problem, and Moisés Silva has expressed 
some similar reservations. But we need to 
look at this issue from a slightly broader 
perspective. I need to proceed very warily 
here, because I am moving onto ground 
that Hays himself does not cover. But I 
would at least tentatively suggest that 
Hays’s proposal, along with other similar 
intertextual methods, is infl uenced not a 
little by postmodern views of meaning 
and interpretation. Hays suggests, as I 
read him, that the validity of Paul’s OT 
interpretation can be assessed only within 
the parameters of his hermeneutical 
assumptions about the fulfi llment of the 
OT story in Christ. Further, he suggests 
that the OT may “echo” in Romans in ways 
that Paul is himself not conscience of. As 
Charles Cosgrove comments on Hays’s 
proposal, “Paul becomes Paul-with-his 
canon, an intertextual fi eld.”79 Lurking 
in the background here seems to be the 
assumption that we have no “objective” 
perspective from which we can assess ulti-
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mate or absolute validity of interpretation. 
We have no “meta-narrative” that would 
enable us to evaluate and pronounce right 
or wrong the narrative of God’s activity 
that Paul fi nds in the OT. 

Postmodernism, to the degree that I 
understand it, poses both opportunities 
and challenges to evangelical Christian-
ity. But surely its greatest challenge is the 
denial that absolute truth can be discov-
ered. And it is at this point that I am fi nally 
unsatisfi ed with Hays’s proposal about 
Paul’s interpretation of the OT. For all its 
strengths, it does not go quite far enough 
in dealing with the problem of validity. 

Summary Refl ections
The time has come for me to put up or 

shut up. I have canvassed and critiqued 
seven approaches to the validity question 
that Paul’s quotations relating to Gentile 
inclusion in Romans create. Most of them 
offer some help toward a solution, with 
both typology and the related intertextual 
approach of Richard Hays providing some 
very helpful undergirding perspectives. 
But none suffi ces fi nally to “explain” the 
problem. Nor, I confess, do I have an all-
encompassing theory that answers all our 
questions. But I would like to resurrect at 
this point the theory that I developed in a 
1986 essay on the subject. There I argued 
that “The meaning intended by the human 
author of a particular text can take on a 
‘fuller’ meaning, legitimately developed 
from his meaning, in the light of the text’s 
ultimate canonical context.”80 And on the 
issue of validity, I said, 

[W]e must forthrightly admit that 
we cannot prove that the New Tes-
tament interpretation of the Old 
Testament is correct at every point. 
We can show that that many are 
straightforward, legitimate inter-
pretations and that many others can 

be considered valid if we admit the 
principle of the canon as the ultimate 
context of meaning.81

I did not recognize it at the time, but the 
kind of validity that I argue for here has 
some resemblance to certain insights 
derived from postmodern thinking. 
Here, perhaps, is where postmodernism 
may offer positive opportunities to us as 
evangelicals. The traditional approach to 
the validity of the OT in the New rested 
on what philosophers, I think, would call 
“foundationalism”: the idea that we have a 
solid, unassailable foundation on which to 
construct and by which to assess our truth 
claims. Scholars would assume that mod-
ern historical-critical techniques would 
reveal the meaning of a particular OT text, 
and any deviation from that meaning in a 
NT quotation spelled trouble for its valid-
ity. Postmodernism, of course, rejects any 
such foundation, and has therefore the 
potential to throw us into a sea of relativ-
ism and chaos. Hays would not want to go 
this direction, but I think that his proposal 
can at least tend in this direction. And 
certainly many other interpreters are far 
more forthright, denying that we can even 
assess the issue of validity in the OT use 
of the New. But there is a middle position 
that both acknowledges the problems 
with foundationalism and yet rejects 
the relativity of postmodernism. Kevin 
Vanhoozer calls this “fallibilism,” and he 
insists that the key issue is testability.82 
We may not be able to construct a truth 
claim from the ground up, each proposi-
tion following inevitably and rationally 
from the previous one, and all resting on 
unshakable foundation of agreed-upon 
propositions. But any claim to truth must 
be able to survive the test of rationality 
and adequacy. Does it make sense? Does 
it explain the phenomena? If we apply 
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The Gospel as the Revelation 
of Mystery: The Witness of the 

Scriptures to Christ in Romans
Mark A. Seifrid

Paul’s Gospel Hermeneutic
Paul does not interpret the Scriptures by 
a mere formal hermeneutic. Neither in 
Romans nor elsewhere does he provide us 
a method that once learned and acquired 
might serve us as a key to unlock the texts 
of the Old Testament. Nor can we read 
one indirectly off his use of Scripture. The 
knowledge of Scripture for the apostle is 
something more than learning the rules 
of a game, even if he would agree that 
the rules of grammar, style, rhetoric and 
logic have their legitimate place in inter-
pretation. There is a certain usefulness 
to the analysis of Paul’s techniques of 
citation and allusion, the examination of 
the patterns of his interpretation of texts, 
comparison of his interpretation with 
roughly contemporary rabbinic midrash 
or Qumran pesher, and the categorization 
of his apparent interpretive moves. 

But we impoverish ourselves if we 
imagine that by describing Paul’s use of 
the Scriptures we have come to under-
stand it. As a reading of Romans shows, 
Paul’s hermeneutic is essentially and 
profoundly material in nature, bound 
up with the incarnation, cross and resur-
rection of Jesus Christ.1 It is not the sort 
of hermeneutic which yields its results 
to the intellectual skill of the interpreter 
who opens the text, investigates it, and 
then applies it. It is, rather, the text that 
exegetes the interpreter. It does not do so 
without the engagement of our faculties, 

knowledge, and skill. Nevertheless, before 
and beyond our own ability to interpret 
it, the Scripture acts upon us and calls us 
to account. We necessarily bring to the 
text our own identity, a self-judgment 
that the Scriptures address whenever we 
encounter them. God speaks to us there 
in such a way that we are both undone 
and made new, exposed for what we are 
and yet marvelously forgiven and set free 
from ourselves. 

As Paul’s letter to the Romans makes 
clear, he was no exception to this truth. 
His encounter with the commandment of 
God which he describes in confessional 
form in Rom 7:7-25 is a narration, through 
the eyes of faith, of the tragic image of 
himself which appears in the mirror of 
the Law. The shout of joy which he utters 
nearly—but not quite—at the conclusion 
of this narrative is the joyful recognition 
of the Gospel “promised in holy Scrip-
tures” to which the Law itself bears wit-
ness. Paul is an interpreter of Scripture 
only as the Scripture fi rst is an interpreter 
of Paul. Although it is seldom observed, 
his fi rst-person language in Romans 7 is 
merely the most prominent part of a series 
of self-references which describe believ-
ing participation in the gospel (6:19; 7:1, 
4; 8:18, 38). That gospel—itself the inter-
pretation of Scripture—does not have to 
do with an abstract and remote outline of 
ideas, but with the confession of the truth 
in life. Paul’s role as apostle and herald 
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remains that of witness. He speaks only 
as one addressed by the Scripture and in 
so doing invites his readers, both then and 
now, to hear the Scriptures in faith and so 
to be interpreted by them. 

 Paul makes four brief but signifi cant 
statements concerning the message of 
the Hebrew Scriptures. The fi rst of these 
statements appears in the opening verses 
of Romans. The gospel for which Paul has 
been set apart as apostle was “promised 
beforehand through the prophets in holy 
Scriptures” (Rom 1:2). It concerns the 
son of God, “who came to be of the seed 
of David according to the fl esh” (Rom 
1:3). Through Jesus Christ, the crucifi ed 
and risen son of God and son of David, 
Paul received his apostleship, which was 
to effect the obedience of faith among 
all the Gentiles for the sake of Christ’s 
name (Rom 1:5-6). As Paul’s statements 
elsewhere in the letter make clear, this 
“obedience of faith” is nothing other than 
the obedience which is faith, (e.g., Rom 
6:17; 9:16; 15:31). Paul speaks here of the 
gospel that works what it announces. The 
Gentile believers in Rome are ones “called 
of Jesus Christ” (Rom 1:6), those called by 
the effective word of the gospel to faith 
in Christ. The fulfi llment of promise in 
Christ includes the conversion and faith 
of the nations, the creation of new creatures 

in him. 

The second statement concerning 
Scripture appears in Rom 4:22-25, at 
the conclusion of Paul’s discussion of 
Abraham. The word of Scripture that 
pronounces Abraham’s justifi cation also 
pronounces ours:  “It was not written 
on account of him alone . . . but also on 
account of us” (Rom 4:23-24). What God 
did in the past in his promise to Abraham, 
he does now in his fulfi llment of promise 
in Jesus. And just as the pattern of his 

saving work remains the same, so the 
faith of those who believe in the One who 
raised Jesus corresponds to the faith of 
Abraham who believed in the One who 
gives life to the dead (Rom 4:17). 

Paul’s third statement concerning 
Scripture occurs in the closing of the let-
ter, bracketing the apostle’s message. It 
is no accident that it appears within the 
apostolic exhortations and is directed to 
the immediate needs of the church in 
Rome. For the apostle, the Scriptures do 
not speak in abstract theory, but instead 
they address us in the confusion, diffi cul-
ties, troubles, and sorrows of life: “For 
whatever was written beforehand was 
written for our instruction, in order that 
through perseverance and the comfort of 
the Scriptures we might have hope” (Rom 
15:4). Here again Paul speaks of the whole 
of the Hebrew Scriptures. Everything 
written in advance of the in-breaking 
eschaton in Jesus Christ was written for 
our instruction. In context, his statement 
explains his description of Christ, who 
did not please himself but found his iden-
tity in God: “The reproaches of those who 
reproach you have fallen upon me” (Rom 
15:3; Ps 69:10 [LXX Ps 68:10]). Paul thus 
hears Christ speaking in David’s words. 
What was true for David is true for Christ 
in transcendent measure, not only in his 
bearing God’s reproach, but also in shar-
ing in the very identity of God. 

At the same time, Paul’s appeal to the 
text indicates that the pattern of experi-
ence of the people of God is constant. They 
must face the world’s rejection of God 
which came upon Christ. Just as Christ 
was present in David, so now he is present 
in all who believe in him. They suffer with 
him in order that they might be glorifi ed 
with him (Rom 8:17). But that is not the 
end of the story. The larger context of the 
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Psalm which Paul cites remind his read-
ers of God’s deliverance of David and the 
resurrection of Christ: “I will praise the 
name of God with song and magnify him 
with thanksgiving” (Ps 69:31). This trium-
phant conclusion remains here unspoken, 
however, just as the fi nal deliverance of 
the Roman Christians remains a matter 
of hope unseen. According to Paul, the 
instruction of Scripture provides some-
thing greater than intellectual knowledge. 
It is a reminder of Christ, in whom the 
Roman Christians share, and of God’s 
deliverance of him which is promised 
to them as well. In the church at Rome, 
where confl ict had arisen between con-
servative Jewish Christians and Gentile 
believers in the Christ, Gentile believers 
expose themselves to reproach from their 
neighbors as Christ once did, as they 
accept the Jewish practices of “the weak 
in faith.” Yet in doing so they also lay hold 
of hope. The Scriptures were written in 
order to impart hope, a hope that comes 
through “perseverance and the comfort 
of Scripture.” 

Paul’s words in Romans 15:4, however, 
are not bound to this particular situation 
any more than the words of the psalm 
uttered in a particular distress were 
bound to that single event. The apostle 
speaks to the lives of all believers at all 
times. As Paul has indicated already in 
the letter, the perseverance through which 
hope becomes ours is not the outcome of 
our own endurance, but the product of 
the time of testing in which that which 
we have been given by God proves itself 
in us. In and by God’s grace “the boast in 
tribulations” is ours here and now along 
with the “boast in the hope of the glory 
of God” (Rom 5:2-4). Tribulation works 
perseverance, because God’s unshake-
able love for us has been poured out in 

our hearts and made known to us by the 
Holy Spirit (Rom 5:3-5). “Perseverance” 
is thus a holding fast to the message of 
Scripture, the gospel, which itself holds 

us fast through the time of trial. 
Paul’s second word, the “comfort of 

the Scriptures,” describes this sustaining 
counterpart. It is the hearing of the gospel 
message of the Scriptures afresh in the 
midst of trial in such a way that it pen-
etrates the heart. As Paul says elsewhere, 
those who experience Christ’s affl ictions 
also know the comfort that comes through 
Christ. And only those who know Christ’s 
affl ictions know Christ’s comfort (2 Cor 
1:5-7). “Perseverance” and “the comfort 
of the Scriptures” are thus paired and 
inseparable. According to Paul, then, the 
instruction that we gain from the Scrip-
ture is a sort of wisdom that comes from 
being sustained in trouble and delivered 
by God in and through Christ. In this 
experience of perseverance and comfort 
we come to have hope, according to Paul: 
we grasp more fi rmly that which God 
already has given us in Christ. Indeed, 
as Paul makes clear in his following 
characterization, God is known solely 
through this experience, and he himself 
is the source of it: God is the God of 
“perseverance and comfort” (Rom 15:5). 
The purpose of the Scripture is to impart 
hope, a hope that is bound up with “per-
severance and comfort,” and that thereby 
entails a new identity in Christ and in 
God. For believers in Rome that new 
identity entails the concrete acceptance 
of one another as Jews and Gentiles in 
Jesus Christ. 

Paul’s fourth statement concerning 
Scripture appears in the closing doxology 
(Rom 16:25-27), so that the letter concludes 
with a double-bracket (Rom 15:4; 16:25-27) 
that recalls the opening statement in his 
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greeting. The statement here appears as 
an expansion of his confessional char-
acterization of God as “the One who has 
power to establish you.” The Hebrew 
Scriptures have their place in God’s 
work of sustaining and keeping the faith 
of the Christians in Rome (cf. Rom 1:11) 
in view of the threat of deception (Rom 
16:17-20). There is a slight ambiguity in 
the fi rst phrase in which Paul develops 
this thought. He speaks of “the One who 
has power to establish you according to 

my gospel” (Rom 16:25). One might here 
understand him to speak of the message 

of the gospel that ascribes such power to 
God (cf. Rom 2:16). Very likely that idea 
is present. But in the following, lengthy 
phrase where Paul expands his thought 
he again speaks not of what the gospel 
says but of what the gospel does: (“accord-

ing to the revelation of the mystery . . . 
manifest . . . and made known for the obedi-

ence of faith”). The gospel is a mystery that 
is now manifest and made known to all 
nations, so as to effect the obedience of faith. 
The mystery is made known “through the 
prophetic Scriptures,” i.e., through the 
Scriptures which by their very nature are 
prophetic (Rom 16:26). Paul thus reprises 
the opening theme of the letter in a new 
form: now his emphasis lies on the work 
of Scripture rather than the calling of the 
apostle. The prophetic Scriptures make 
known that “mystery which for long ages 
was silent,” namely, the gospel and the 
proclamation of Jesus Christ. They thus 
effect among the Gentiles “the obedience 
which is faith.”

Paul paradoxically here indicates 
that although the mystery of the gospel 
is made known through the prophetic 
Scripture, that mystery had been “silent 
for long ages.” The gospel unlocks the 
Scriptures; the Scriptures unlocked make 

the gospel known. A reciprocal relation 
exists between the apostolic proclama-
tion of Christ and the Hebrew Scriptures, 
which incipiently points to the inclusion 
of a “New Testament” within the canon. 
It is not the mere occurrence of events 
which makes manifest the once-silent 
mystery. The Scriptures make known the 
gospel. If they do so presently, they did 
so beforehand as well. That is why Paul 
describes them as pro-phetic, announcing 
in advance that which is to come. The 
event of Christ’s incarnation, cross, and 
resurrection announced in the gospel 
is pivotal, as Paul’s emphatic statement 
that the mystery “is now manifest” makes 
clear (Rom 16:26a). Yet the apostle does 
not speak of an event in itself, but of “the 
gospel” and “the proclamation of Jesus 
Christ,” in which the event that has taken 
place is interpreted and made known 
(Rom 16:25). His opening characterization 
of God thus turns out to be a hermeneuti-
cal statement: God is the one who is pow-
erful to establish in faith “according to 
the gospel,” i.e., according to the message 
and effect of the gospel. The proclama-
tion of Christ unlocks the Scriptures by 
unlocking the human heart and creating 
faith. This unlocking of the heart does 
not take place apart from the announce-
ment of that which has come to pass. 
But it is something more than the bare 
reception and acceptance of “facts.” As 
we have seen, the interpretation of Scrip-
ture is something more than intellectual 
knowledge for the apostle. It includes “the 
obedience which is faith” in the human 
heart. The “event” and its “meaning” are 
inseparably bound together in word, in the 
proclamation of Jesus Christ, a proclama-
tion which creates faith. The Scriptures 
once unlocked in the heart then have the 
power to effect faith in others (Rom 1:17 
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“from faith to faith”). 
Again according to Paul, the gospel 

does what it announces. In and through 
the gospel, spoken and proclaimed, God 
acts in power to establish the Roman 
believers (and with them all others) in 
faith. Interpretation of the Scriptures is 
thus not a private matter. The scholar’s 
desk has its necessary place, but we imag-
ine the act of interpretation wrongly if we 
think of it in terms of the scholar sitting 
at a desk in the study, gleaning results for 
the education of others. According to the 
apostle, the interpretation of Scripture 
comes out of hearing and receiving the 
proclamation of the gospel. As those who 
have heard and who have had the Scrip-
tures opened to us, we are called to bear 
witness and hand on afresh to others that 
which we have received. Scripture thus 
interprets itself in Jesus Christ through 
proclamation and hearing, receiving 
and bearing witness: scriptura sui ipsius 

interpres.2

Paul’s “gospel hermeneutic” is rightly 
understood only in its context. As Paul’s 
narrative of the human encounter with 
the Law in Rom 7:7-25 makes clear, the 
gospel is God’s second, fi nal, and deci-
sive word to us. Our ears are opened to 
hear that second word only by God’s fi rst 
word of judgment pronounced on us in 
the Law. We fail to understand Paul’s use 
of Scripture in Romans and elsewhere if 
we overlook the sharp contrast that the 
apostle sees between the Law as demand 
and the gospel as promise. Interpreters 
often overlook the apostle’s uncompro-
mising language in Rom 4:15: “the Law 
effects (God’s) wrath.” The advantage of 
the Jewish person according to Paul is 
that they have been entrusted with the 
“oracles of God” (Rom 3:2). As a part of 
these oracles, the Law exposes us for what 

we are, bringing God’s charge against us 
to our hearts (Rom 3:9). This charge is 
always concrete and not abstract. Paul’s 
argument in Rom 1:18-2:29 prepares his 
readers for his charge in Rom 3:9 that “all 
are under sin.” His descriptions of the 
injustice of idolatry and the hypocrisy of 
moralism are a mirror that he holds up to 
his readers in which he invites them to see 
themselves. The same is true of the chain 
of citations to which he appeals in Rom 
3:10-18, and his reminder of the prohibi-
tion against coveting (Rom 7:7-13). In the 
presence of this mirror the charges have 
their bite. The testimony of the “oracles of 
God” thus speak to every human heart, 
so that “every mouth is closed and all the 
world is held guilty before God” (Rom 
3:19-20). The gospel of God’s righteousness 
(and not our own) is comprehensible 
only in its triumph over the judgment of 
the Law, in a second, radically different 
word: “But now apart from the Law the 
righteousness of God has been manifest” 
(Rom 3:21).

 
Jesus Christ as the Center 
of Scripture

According to his announcement in 
Rom 16:25-27, Paul understands the 
proclamation of Jesus Christ to be the 
message and interpretive key to the whole 
of Scripture. The Scripture in turn makes 
Christ known. The interrelation is not cir-
cular, but takes into account the necessary 
“hearing” of the gospel which effects faith 
and understanding. Paul obviously does 
not regard Christ as a systematic center 
from which lines of thought logically 
unfold. Nor does he speak of Christ in an 
abstract manner that offers no defi nition 
or limit to understanding. He speaks of 
the gospel and the proclamation of Jesus 
Christ. The witness of Scripture to Jesus 
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Christ bears specifi c content, the good 
news that can be announced and made 
known.

The gospel concerns God’s Son who 
“came to be of the seed of David accord-
ing to the fl esh” (Rom 1:3). Paul’s wording 
here presupposes the preexistence of the 
Son of God, who became incarnate. The 
gospel concerns the one who became 
human. Indeed, it concerns the one who 
became Jewish, the one who came to be 
“of the seed of David.” Although many 
interpreters today would like to wish it 
away, the scandal of ethnic particularity 
is attached to Paul’s gospel. His essentially 
Jewish introduction of his gospel to this 
very Gentile church already anticipates 
his affi rmation of the abiding advantage 
of “the Jew” (Rom 3:1-4) and his enu-
meration of Israel’s benefi ts at the open-
ing of Romans 9-11 (Rom 9:1-5). There are 
clear indications in these chapters that 
he understands the Scriptures to speak 
of the hope of Israel’s fi nal salvation—
beyond all human calculations, charts or 
speculation about its political status. The 
distinction between Israel and the nations 
so fundamental to Paul’s argument in 
Romans 9-11—Rom 9:24 is no exception—
that any attempt to reinterpret “Israel” as 
the church must overlook or discard the 
dynamic of the text. The apostle grieves 
over the unbelief of his contemporaries 
(Rom 9:1-5). He prays for the salvation 
of Israel: he does not ask for that which 
he does not expect to receive (Rom 10:1). 
He affi rms that God has not rejected his 
people, the Israelites (Rom 11:1-2). The 
presence of a present “remnant” holds 
the promise of the salvation of the whole 
nation (Rom 11:1-10; see Rom 11:11). He 
announces the mystery of the Redeemer 
who comes from Zion for Israel and not 
for the Gentiles (Rom 11:25-27). The “gifts 

and calling of God are unchangeable” 
(Rom 11:29).

As the “seed of David” and the 
Anointed One (“Christ”) of Jewish hope, 
Jesus is God’s appointed ruler over the 
nations, whom he shall defeat and bring 
into submission. The biblical citations 
concerning “the Christ” which Paul pres-
ents in Rom 15:9-12 allude to this triumph 
(see Ps 18:49 [2 Sam 22:50] and Deut 32:43 
in their contexts). Yet the reign of this 
Christ is a saving reign! The nations, 
humbled and brought into submission, 
enjoy salvation: they rejoice and praise 
the Lord along with Israel (Rom 15:10-11; 
Deut 32:43; Ps 117:1) and hope in “the root 
of Jesse” (Rom 15:12; Isa 11:10). The Gen-
tiles come to salvation through judgment. 
Paul likewise speaks of his mission as a 
priestly service of gathering the Gentiles 
as an offering to God (Rom 15:15-16). The 
Gentiles thus appear as defeated enemies 
and offerings to God. The particularity of 
the gospel has its sting.

Yet Israel, too, must be judged in order 
to be saved. That Jesus is “the Christ” 
(9:3, 5; 15:3, 7, 19; 16:16), the promised 
seed of David (Rom 1:4), is a reminder of 
the failure of David’s line and of Israel’s 
exile. It is as the risen root of Jesse, the 
new David, that Jesus rules the Gentiles 
(Rom 15:12; Isa 11:10). The Davidic dynasty 
has been brought to an end and yet now 
is raised to life in Jesus. Continuity rests 
entirely in the God who promises and 
fulfi lls. Correspondingly, David appears 
in Romans not only as a suffering fi gure 
who looks to God for vindication (Rom 
11:9; Ps 69:22-23), but also as a transgres-
sor who receives forgiveness (Rom 4:7-8; 
Ps 32:1-2). The Scriptural pattern of Israel’s 
experience with God is present in David, 
the individual. The corporate and the indi-
vidual meet in God’s ways with us.
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Israel’s identity therefore is not to be 
made into a principle or transferred to 
“the church.” Obviously for Paul the 
continuity of God’s saving purpose for 
Israel is not “of the fl esh.” Ethnic identity 
is no guarantee of salvation. But God’s 
promises, although they are not “of the 
fl esh” nevertheless come to fulfi llment 
“in the fl esh.” Here again is the scandal 
of particularity: the Gentile mission shall 
come to an end; Israel will be saved by the 
Redeemer who comes from Zion (Rom 
11:25-26). According to the apostle, this 
hope is to have a defi nite and discernible 
impact on the present. Jews and Gentiles 
are together “with one mouth” to glorify 
the God and Father of Jesus Christ (Rom 
15:6). They meet, but not by discarding 
their ethnic identities. Paul is a defender 
of conservative Jewish Christians in this 
respect (Rom 14:1-23). They meet in Jesus 
Christ alone. Their unity is ultimately 
not visible, but hidden in Christ and in 
hope.

Paul’s reference to Jesus as “the seed 
of David” also signifi es, of course, that he 
became a human being. Paul hears Christ 
speaking in Scripture in the suffering 
David: an anticipation of the incarnation 
(Rom 15:3; Ps 69:9).3 God sent Jesus “in the 
likeness of sinful fl esh” and as a “sacrifi ce 
for sin” in order to effect the condemna-
tion of sin (Rom 8:3; the expression peri 

hamartias appears in the Septuagint as a 
translation of hattāt, the Hebrew term for 
the sin offering, e.g., Lev 5:6). In Christ 
God thus delivers all who are condemned 
and enslaved to sin (Rom 7:7-25; 8:1-2). The 
Son of God who has become fl esh makes 
us “sons of God,” who by the Spirit cry out 
to God, “Abba, father!” just as he did (Rom 
8:15). Those who share in Christ’s suffer-

ings shall share in his glory (Rom 8:17).
Before all else, it is Paul’s extended con-

trast of Adam and Christ in Rom 5:12-21 
that reveals how he reads Scripture. Paul 
contrasts Adam with Christ, not Moses 
and the Law (which “entered in” only 
late, 5:20), and not Abraham to whom the 
promise was given. The life and death 
of all humanity has been determined by 
Adam’s one transgression and Christ’s 
act of grace and righteousness—an act 
which was simultaneously an act of obe-
dience toward God (Rom 5:14-19). Paul’s 
twofold description of Christ’s work in 
Rom 5:15-19 is indicative of his thought 
throughout Romans. As the one who acts 
in grace and giving, Christ’s act of grace 
is nothing other than God’s act of grace 
(Rom 5:15). Christ performs the one act of 
righteousness that brings justifi cation and 
life, an act which only God can perform 
(Rom 5:18). Yet Christ also appears here in 
a passive role: it is through him that God 
gives life (Rom 5:17). His act is not only 
an act of grace toward humanity, but an 
act of obedience toward God (Rom 5:19). 
God and Christ are thus simultaneously 
identifi ed and distinct. God acts savingly 
for us and upon us nowhere but in and 
through Christ, the human being. The 
human Christ is none other than God act-
ing in his grace, conquering sin and death 
for us as our Lord: the grace of God rules 
through Jesus Christ our Lord (Rom 5:21).

At the conclusion of each of the next 
three chapters in Romans, Paul echoes 
this announcement of the saving lordship 
of Christ in which we have been freed 
from sin, the Law, and death itself (Rom 
6:23; 7:25; 8:39). Not only this central sec-
tion of Romans, but the inner dynamic 
of the entire letter opens up to us in this 
light. The Creator, whom we have rejected 
in our idolatry and rebellion (Rom 1:18-31), 
has come to meet us in Jesus Christ. In 

Christ, the love of God has savingly laid 
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hold of us—a love which is saving pre-
cisely because it transcends all created 
things (Rom 8:39). In Christ the glory of 
God, namely, the goodness of the Cre-
ator refl ected in the living thanksgiving 
of the human creature, has returned to 
the human being. Christ has been raised 
from the dead “through the glory of the 
Father” (Rom 6:4). The glory of God which 
we abandoned in idolatry (Rom 1:21, 23; 
3:23; cf. 9:4) has been given back to us in 
Jesus Christ (Rom 5:2; 6:4: 8:17, 21, 30; 9:23; 
cf. 4:20). That is to say, the glory of God 
is ours in hope, although not yet ours in 
sight (Rom 5:2; 8:17, 21; 9:23). In Christ the 
righteousness of God justifi es the human 
being under the power of sin. Behind and 
before justifying faith in Christ stands 
Christ and God’s work in him. The cruci-
fi ed and risen Christ is the mercy seat of 
God, where God is present and meets sin-
ners in forgiveness and salvation (Rom 
3:25). In Christ, the mercy seat, God has 
displayed his righteousness, triumphing 
over our unbelief and idolatry, showing 
himself to be the one true God, by work-
ing our salvation even in our condemna-
tion and defeat (Rom 3:26; cf. 3:5).

 As surprising as it seems at fi rst hear-
ing, according to the apostle, the oneness 
of God is established in the confession of 
Jesus Christ as Lord. “If indeed God is 
one,” Paul argues, God is God of the Gen-
tiles, who acts savingly for them as well as 
Jews. God thus shall justify both “the cir-
cumcision” and “the uncircumcision” by 
faith (Rom 3:29-30). God’s oneness is not 
simply numerical for Paul. The apostle’s 
conception of monotheism corresponds 
to that of Scripture: the confession of the 
one God is the confession of God’s unique-
ness, manifest in the fulfi llment of the 
promise of salvation (e.g., Isa 45:14-46:13). 
As we have seen in our brief refl ection 

on Rom 5:12-21, it is in their saving action 
for us that Paul identifi es God and Christ. 
The same is true of his subsequent use 
of Scripture that speaks of “the Lord” 
in reference to Jesus Christ. Christ is the 
stone upon whom one believes and is 
saved. Where the book of Isaiah speaks 
of Yahweh, Paul speaks of Christ (Rom 
9:33; 10:11; Isa 8:14; 28:16). The book of Joel 
speaks of those who call upon the name 
of Yahweh and are saved. Paul speaks of 
calling upon Christ (Rom 10:13; MT Joel 
3:5; ET Joel 2:32). For the apostle, then, the 
Shema is not an obstacle to the confession 
of Jesus Christ as God, but its very prem-
ise (Rom 3:30; Deut 6:5). His naming Jesus 
as God in Rom 9:5 is not to be regarded 
as an unusual and isolated statement, but 
the expression of an essential aspect of the 
message of Romans.

Typology as a Theology of History
Paul’s understanding of Scripture is 

fundamentally “typological.” It is already 
clear that this characterization must not 
be misunderstood as a description of a 
method by which he discovers or invents 
historical analogies to the narratives that 
appear in the biblical text. As we have 
seen, Paul’s use of Scripture is material, 
bound to the message of Scripture, the 
gospel of Christ. With the apostle “typol-
ogy” must be understood as a theology 
of history. In a slight modifi cation of J. G. 
Hamann, the radically believing Enlight-
enment author, one might say that Paul 
(along with the rest of Scripture) speaks 
of historical truths not only of the past, 
but of the present and of the future.4 The 
Scriptures speak of God’s ways with 
humanity in judgment and mercy in 
the past, through which he addresses us 
in the present and announces to us the 
future and end of all things.
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As a theology of history, Paul’s typol-
ogy includes the understanding that 
Christ himself was present in the past 
words and events of Scripture. We have 
already noted that he hears the voice of 
Christ in the words of the suffering David 
(Rom 15:4; Ps 69:9), as well in David’s 
triumph over the nations in Ps 18:49 (2 
Sam 22:50). Christ likewise speaks in the 
book of Deuteronomy and in Psalm 117, 
calling the Gentiles to rejoice with Israel 
and to worship the Lord (Rom 15:10-11; 
Deut 32:43; Ps 117:1). These ascriptions 
of the voices of Moses and David to the 
Christ are anticipations of the incarnation 
in typological form.

In Romans 9-11, Paul’s citations of the 
past words of Scripture—the most numer-
ous and concentrated in all his letters—
are dramatically directed to the present 
time, so that his typological interpretation 
of Scripture here serves as a prominent 
aspect of his argument. Repeatedly in 
these chapters the apostle introduces 
Scripture with a reference to past fi gures 
speaking in the present tense. While 
the use of the present tense may simply 
convey vividness (and not time) there 
are suffi cient signals in these chapters to 
suggest that it signifi es present time. God 
speaks to Moses (Rom 9:15). The Scripture 
says to Pharaoh, “For this reason I have 
raised you up” (Rom 9:17). God says in 
Hosea, “I shall call ‘Not-My-People’ ‘My-
People” (Rom 9:25). Isaiah cries on behalf 
of Israel (Rom 9:27). Isaiah has said in 

advance, “Unless the Lord left seed for us” 
(Rom 9:29): Paul’s use of the perfect tense 
here confi rms the temporal signifi cance 
of the present tense usage throughout 
the series of citations. Moses writes the 
righteousness of the law (Rom 10:5). The 
righteousness of faith speaks (Rom 10:6, 8). 
The Scripture says (Rom 10:11). Isaiah says 

(Rom 10:13, 16, 20, 21). Moses says (Rom 
10:19). David says (Rom 11:9). 

Paul does not rob the past of its signifi -
cance, of course. That is already apparent 
in his opening reference to the promises 
concerning Isaac and the calling of Jacob: 
these are past events that speak to the 
present (Rom 9:6-13). The past likewise 
retains its place in God’s words to Moses 
and to Pharaoh (Rom 9:15, 17). With his 
use of the present tense, the apostle rather 
underscores that what God once said to 
them speaks to us today. In Isaiah’s day 
“not everyone obeyed the good news” 
(Rom 9:16). The same is true with respect 
to Israel now, according to the apostle. 
Likewise, just as the Lord kept for himself 
seven thousand who did not bend their 
knee to Baal, so also now in the present time 
there has come to be a remnant (Rom 
11:4-5). The pattern of God’s dealings 
with Israel in the past is recapitulated 
in the eschatological events of the pres-
ent. From Israel’s birth in the promises 
to Abraham, Sarah, Isaac and Rebecca 
(Rom 9:6-13), through its deliverance from 
slavery in Egypt (Rom 9:14-18), to its exile 
and restoration (Rom 9:19-33), the whole 
of its history in its dramatic encounters 
with the word of God is now repeated in 
its encounter with the fulfi llment of God’s 
word in the gospel.

Paul, then, does not speak of Israel’s 
exile as a continuing reality that ended 
with Jesus’ resurrection, as some inter-
preters now claim. He speaks rather of 
a new exile in the present, in which only 
a remnant of the nation believes the 
gospel, and that shall end only when the 
Redeemer comes from Zion to restore 
“Jacob” (Rom 9:27-29; 11:1-10, 26-27). The 
pattern of disobedience, judgment, and 
mercy in the past is being repeated in 
Israel’s present unbelief.
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Paul’s typology is even broader and 
deeper. According to the apostle, while 
Israel’s experience of judgment and exile 
remains hers alone, every human being 
and all nations fi nd themselves in the 
story of Israel. The exile is a fi gure of 
the tragic meeting of destiny, guilt, and 
condemnation which is present in all of 
us. Paul strikingly uses the image of exile 
in describing our fallen state. His charge 
that both Jews and Greeks are “under sin” 
echoes the language of Isa 50:1 “you were 
sold (into slavery and exile) on account 
of your sins.” The same allusion appears 
more fully in Rom 7:14, where Paul con-
fesses, “I am fl eshly sold under sin.” Israel’s 
exile is thus a fi gure of human rebellion 
and slavery under sin. That is so not 
only corporately, but also individually: 
we fi nd not only ourselves, but also our 
world addressed in God’s dealings with 
Israel. Adam’s disobedience, which Paul 
has described in Rom 5:12-21 stands in 
the background to these statements, so 
that the image of expulsion from Eden 
implicitly stands behind and before that 
of the exile. Yet Paul draws his language 
from the exile, i.e., from Israel’s experience 
of exile, in which the tragic pattern of 
guilt and destiny reappears in particular 
form (Rom 9:6-10:21). The Scriptures bear 
a universal message, not by speaking in 
abstract generalities, but by their pen-
etratingly particular announcements of 
judgments and promises.

 The fi gure of Israel’s exile likewise 
stands behind the apostle’s opening 
announcement of the revelation of God’s 
righteousness and God’s wrath. The text 
from Habakkuk which he cites presup-
poses the judgment impending upon 
Israel (Rom 1:17: Hab 2:4). Paul, however, 
speaks of the judgment impending not 
only upon Israel, but on all nations. His 

threefold description of God’s judgment 
on idolaters, “he gave them up” (Rom 
1:24, 26, 28) is likewise a recollection of 
the Lord’s surrender of Israel to defeat 
and exile (e.g. 1 Kgs 8:46; 2 Chr 6:36; 2 Kgs 
21:14; 2 Chr 36:17; Ps 78:60-61; Ps 106:40-41; 
LXX Isa 64:6; Isa 65:12; Jer 21:10; 22:25). 
God’s way with disobedient Israel is his 
way with idolatrous humanity. God’s 
past dealings speak to the present while 
remaining in the past.

The same dynamic appears in Paul’s 
appeal to the promise of the land and 
the return from exile, the second Exodus. 
As in early Judaism, so with Paul the 
promise of the land to Abraham becomes 
the promise of the world (Rom 4:13). The 
Genesis narrative itself suggests that in 
his becoming a blessing to the nations 
dominion over the world is given to Abra-
ham (Gen 12:1-3). Of course, Abraham 
died without inheriting the land, much 
less the world. According to Genesis, 
the promise belongs to his “seed” whom 
Paul identifi es as those from among Jews 
and Gentiles who also believe God’s 
word of promise (now fulfi lled in Jesus), 
and who thus become little “Abrahams” 
(Rom 4:16-17). This typology is no mere 
interpretive game on Paul’s part. This 
reading of the Scripture determines the 
very recipients of salvation. Only those 
who have Abraham’s faith are Abraham’s 
seed. And all those who have Abraham’s 
faith are Abraham’s seed.

 Paul likewise draws on the pattern of 
God’s dealing with Israel in mercy in the 
Scriptures, especially in his appeal to the 
book of Hosea in Rom 9:25-26. In Hosea 
the Lord rejects his people in judgment 
and makes them into “Not-my-people” 
(Hos 1:8). After this judgment, in which 
the Lord again brings Israel out into the 
wilderness—a second Exodus—he will 
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turn to his people again in mercy, and will 
call “Not-my-people” “My people” (ET 
Hos 2:23b). “In the place in which it was 
said “you are not my people,” there they 
shall be called ‘the sons of the living God’” 
(ET Hos 1:10). According to the apostle, 
the calling of the new people of God from 
among Jews and Gentiles (Rom 9:24) fol-
lows this pattern of God’s dealings with 
Israel, in which he made them into “no 
people” and then restored them in a new 
act of creation. The work of God in the past 
speaks to the eschatological moment that 
is present in Christ. It also speaks to the 
future. No reader of this letter or Hosea 
can forget that this promise of God was 
spoken to Israel. God’s present rejection of 
Israel, of which Paul immediately speaks 
(Rom 9:27-29), is accompanied likewise by 
the hope that he will again turn to them in 
redeeming love and salvation. Paul thus 
here points to Israel’s fi nal salvation.

 The apostle fi nds not only the pattern 
of God’s judgment and mercy in the Scrip-
tures, but also the experience of suffering 
and deliverance, in which God’s people 
both past and present share, a suffering 
and deliverance which came to its ulti-
mate expression in the death and resur-
rection of Christ. This pattern is pervasive 
in Romans. As it was for the psalmists of 
Israel and the suffering Servant of Isaiah, 
so also now the world is a battleground 
where a life-and-death struggle over 
claims to being-in-the-right is taking 
place. Paul’s opening announcement, “I 
am not ashamed of the gospel” (Rom 1:16) 
refl ects this confl ict. The psalmists and the 
servant of God look to God for vindication 
and triumph. Either they or their enemies 
must be put to shame and defeated (see, 
e.g., Isa 50:4-9; Ps 69:9-18, which appears 
later in Romans). Here Paul implicitly 
identifies himself with the psalmists, 

just as he later does with the prophets 
of Israel in Romans 9-11 (see especially 
Rom 10:5-21, but also 9:27, cf. 9:1-5). The 
pattern of their life and witness is being 
repeated in him. His lengthy chain-
citation of Scripture in Rom 3:10-18 which 
describes the fallen human condition also 
presupposes the background of confl ict 
with the world. The psalms upon which 
Paul draws speak of the deadly confl ict 
into which the people of God have been 
thrust (see Ps 14:1-7; Ps 5:1-12; Ps 140:1-13; 
Ps 10:1-11). The text of Isaiah which he 
cites is similar. There the Lord exposes 
his rebellious people as violent and mur-
derous (Isa 59:7-8). The suffering which, 
according to the psalms, Israel itself has 
experienced as the people of God, it has 
come to infl ict on those within its midst 
according to Isaiah. The pattern of human 
fallenness is present within its own heart. 
For Paul, Jesus Christ alone stands as the 
innocent sufferer, whose blood the violent 
have shed (Rom 3:15, 25). All the sufferings 
of the people of God are a participation 
in his suffering. Paul goes on to speak 
without qualifi cation of tribulations that 
come to believers in Christ (Rom 5:1-5), 
and later that we must “suffer together 
with him” in order that we might be 
“glorifi ed together with him” (Rom 8:17). 
Like the Son of God, the sons of God share 
in the “sufferings of the present time” 
(Rom 8:18). The people of God endured 
these same sufferings in the past. Like the 
sufferings of Christ himself, they cannot 
be attributed to guilt or failure. Then as 
now, God at times hides his face from his 
people in a manner that has no answer 
or solution this side of glory. The hope of 
seeing God’s goodness and glory are ours 
(Rom 8:18-25), as is the knowledge of God’s 
love in Jesus Christ (Rom 8:37-39). But in 
the present time there is an immeasurable 
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gap between faith and sight. In speaking 
of hardships that had not yet come upon 
the Roman Christians—but soon would 
arrive—Paul cites a psalm of lament that 
speaks of God’s hiding his face from his 
people: “On account of you we are put to 
death all the day, we are reckoned as 
sheep to be slaughtered” (Rom 8:36; ET 
Ps 44:22). The psalmist grieves over the 
defeat and exile of the people of God, 
while protesting their innocence (ET Ps 
44:20-21). They have been inexplicably 
abandoned by their shepherd, who has 
sold them without a price and forgets 
their affl iction. God “reckons” them as 
sheep for slaughter. And his reckoning 
makes them so. He has given them over to 
death itself. The “sufferings of the present 
time” are a sort of “exile” for believers in 
Christ, yet one without answer or basis 
in guilt or transgression. Christians do 
not yet see God’s love in Christ. Yet, as 
Paul makes clear in this passage, they are 
carried by that love and brought to “more 
than triumph” through it (Rom 8:37-39). 
That which is ours by faith shall become 
ours in sight. That is the pattern of God’s 
dealings with his people, which he has 
made known in the gospel, the proclama-
tion of Jesus Christ, incarnate, suffering, 
crucifi ed, and risen. According to Paul’s 
gospel and his interpretation of the Scrip-
tures, the power of God in the gospel is 
effective in us to carry us through, just as 
it did God’s people in the past.
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Owe no one anything, except to 
love each other, for the one who 
loves another has fulfi lled the law. 
The commandments, “You shall 
not commit adultery, You shall not 
murder, You shall not steal, You 
shall not covet,” and any other com-
mandment, are summed up in this 
word: “You shall love your neighbor 
as yourself.” Love does no wrong 
to a neighbor; therefore love is the 
fulfi lling of the law (Rom. 13:8-10, 
ESV).

The Beatles wrote a popular song titled, 
“All you need is love.” On fi rst glance 
Paul appears to be saying the same thing 
in Rom 13:8-10, for he says that the only 
thing we owe one another is love and 
that love fulfi lls the law. What we need 
to do in each situation of life, then, is to 
ask ourselves, what is the most loving 
thing to do in this circumstance? How 
can I show love to my neighbors? These 
questions are certainly the right ones to 
ask, but we could be misled into thinking 
that the most loving thing for neighbors is 
obvious and apparent to all. Most secular 
people would agree with the Beatles that 
all we need is love, and they would salute 
Paul for the same opinion. But neither the 
Beatles nor secular people really agree 
with Paul on what love is. Paul would say 
that the most loving thing you could do 
for neighbors is persuade them to repent 
of their sins and believe in Jesus Christ. 
The Beatles certainly did not believe that, 
nor do most people in this world. Even 
though all people would agree that we 
should love our neighbors, they would 
not agree on what love for neighbors looks 

like (even Christians disagree because 
often we do not know the scriptures well). 
And for those of us who are believers, 
the authoritative and inerrant scriptures 
defi ne for us the nature of love. I think 
these verses in Rom 13:8-10 suggest that 
there are two mistakes that we may fall 
into when defi ning love. 

What is the fi rst blunder in judgment? 
The fi rst mistake is to say that since love 
fulfi lls the law we no longer have any 
need for commandments. Some under-
stand these verses to say that the only 
moral guideline Christians need is love. 
After all, v. 8 says that the only thing we 
owe one another is love, and that the one 
who loves his neighbor has fulfi lled the 
law. Furthermore, v. 9 says that the differ-
ent commands of the law are summed up 
in love. They argue, therefore, that we do 
not actually need commandments any-
more. All we need to ask ourselves about 
any course of action is the question found 
in v. 10. Does our action actually hurt our 
neighbor? If it does not hurt our neighbor, 
if it does our neighbor good, then that 
action must be loving, and thus we fulfi ll 
the law, for Paul says in v. 10 that love 
is the fulfi llment of the law. Those who 
believe this way bristle against impos-
ing any commands upon believers. They 
think this is a form of legalism. They con-
demn as legalism any commands which 
say “you should do this, “ or “you should 
not do this.” They insist that believers are 
not under any “commands,” except the 
command to love one another.
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In most errors there is a grain of truth, 
and I will return later to the element of 
truth present in this view. But at this 
point I want to put the spotlight on the 
massive error that is found in this view. 
When Paul says that love is the fulfi llment 
of the law, he does not intend to say that 
we have no need for commandments. To 
say that love is the fulfi llment of the law 
does not imply that we can dispense with 
all commandments. Instead, specifi c com-
mandments are mentioned in v. 9 so that 
we will see how love looks in action. One 
cannot commit adultery, murder, steal, 
and covet and claim to be loving. Specifi c 
commandments are given so that we will 
see in a concrete and practical way how 
love manifests itself in everyday life.

Paul only lists four commandments 
here, but we should not conclude from 
this that these are the only four com-
mandments we need to keep in order to 
be loving. Notice in v. 9 that he adds the 
words “and any other commandment.” In 
other words, Paul did not have the time or 
space to list all the commandments for his 
readers. But his intention is clear. All the 
moral norms and absolutes of God’s law 
describe what is involved in being loving. 
No one can claim to be loving, while at 
the same time he or she is violating God’s 
commandments.

Why is it so important to have com-
mandments in order to love one another? 
Because love without commandments 
so easily descends into vagueness or 
sentimentality. We can so easily deceive 
ourselves into thinking that we are loving 
because we have warm feelings towards 
other people. Love is easily confused in 
our society with being “nice.” But “nice-
ness” does not necessarily mean that one 
is acting in a loving manner. A person can 
be “nice” and at the same time be guilty of 

blatantly violating God’s commands.
The word love without commandments 

is a plastic word that can be twisted and 
shaped in many different ways to defend 
a course of action that is in fact contrary to 
God’s law. For instance, a man may justify 
an adulterous affair with another woman 
because of “love.” He could say to himself, 
“You know it is not really fair to my pres-
ent wife, Susan, to continue being married 
to her when I do not really feel affection 
for her. And since my feelings of love and 
affection are so strong for my girl friend, 
Katherine, they must be from God. Only 
God would grant me such delight and 
happiness in being with another person. I 
know it sounds strange, but I believe God 
really wants me to break off my marriage 
with Susan and marry Katherine. God is 
not the sort of God who would want me 
to live miserably with Susan when he has 
planted a deep love for Katherine in my 
heart. God is not a God who wants people 
to live together when they are so unhappy, 
and so I believe he is leading me to start 
a new life with Katherine.”

All of this may sound convincing and 
even “spiritual.” But we know that all of 
this talk simply rationalizes sin. Love can-
not contradict the commandment, “you 
shall not commit adultery.”

Or think of this example. Margie is 
twenty-one years old and deeply in love 
with Greg and they both want to get mar-
ried. The only problem is that Greg is not 
a Christian. Margie, though, is convinced 
that these powerful feelings of affection 
she has for Greg must be from God. Her 
pastor counsels her not to marry him, 
but she believes that God will use her to 
bring Greg to the faith. Thus, she goes 
ahead and marries him and asks God to 
bless their union. Once again, Margie’s 
resolve to marry Greg may sound very 
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spiritual, especially when she says that 
the Lord will use her to win Greg to the 
faith. But her decision to marry Greg 
violates a specifi c command of scripture. 
First Corinthians 7:39 says to marry “only 
in the Lord” which means that believers 
must only marry other believers.

Consider another matter. The issue of 
homosexuality is becoming more and 
more controversial in our society. Many 
people say that evangelical believers 
are homophobic and claim that we hate 
homosexuals. What Deb Price wrote in 
1994 about those who morally disapprove 
of homosexuality reflects what many 
people think today. She wrote, “Hatred is 
a sickness, discrimination is a crime and 
bigotry is a sin.”1 Her intent is clear. The 
real sin is not committed by homosexuals, 
but those who morally condemn homo-
sexuality are guilty of the sins of hatred 
and bigotry. Advocates of homosexuality 
charge us with being unloving because 
we make homosexuals feel bad for their 
behavior. Indeed, they would appeal to 
the law of love in order to defend the 
rightness of homosexuality. How can we 
condemn people, they say, who love each 
other, want to be faithful to one another, 
and are not hurting anyone else? 

Surely if we hate homosexuals, we 
should repent of this sin and resolve to 
love them as we do all other sinners. But 
we can never say that loving homosexuals 
means that we accept homosexual behav-
ior as morally praiseworthy and loving. 
And many people today will say that we 
“hate” homosexuals if we say their behav-
ior is wrong. But only God has the pre-
rogative to defi ne what is loving, and Rom 
1:26-27 clearly teaches that homosexual 
relations are contrary to nature, that they 
violate God’s intended order in which 
one man marries one woman. Those who 

warn homosexuals about the evil of their 
behavior actually love them more than all 
those who think there is nothing wrong 
with homosexuality, for we inform them 
of God’s perspective on homosexuality. 
When we say that homosexual relations 
are sinful, we are not imposing our opin-
ion on others, but revealing what God 
thinks about homosexuality.

Imagine if someone had a bomb in his 
hand that was due to detonate in three 
hours. The person holding the bomb 
really enjoyed holding it and didn’t 
believe it was a bomb. Some people told 
him, “What you are holding in your hand 
is a bomb. It will explode in ten minutes 
and destroy you.” Others replied, “How 
can you be so unloving and hateful to tell 
him that what he holds in his hand is a 
bomb. Can’t you see that he enjoys holding 
that piece of equipment? You are shaming 
him and making him feel bad for holding 
this thing, when it is perfectly normal 
to do so.” The people who defend the 
person’s right to hold the bomb “appear” 
to be more loving than those who warn 
him against it. But after ten minutes pass, 
it will be clear who was really the more 
loving.

The principle here is easy to see: we 
cannot let the world shape our defi nition 
of love. We must let God’s word in the 
scriptures defi ne for us what is loving. 
Otherwise, we will fall prey to the decep-
tion of the world. 

To sum up the fi rst point, certainly 
love involves more than the keeping of 
commandments, but it never involves 
anything less than keeping them. Love 
goes beyond the keeping of God’s law, 
but it never goes around the keeping of 
God’s law. Commandments guard us 
from inadequate defi nitions of love and 
provide us with an objective standard by 
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which we can test our lives. If we claim to 
be walking in love but fail to keep God’s 
commandments, then our profession is 
contradicted by our practice.

The second error is the opposite of the 
fi rst one. In fact, those of you who really 
liked my fi rst point are the ones most apt 
to fall prey to the second error. It is also 
a mistake to say that keeping command-
ments is the sum and totality of love. 
After all, Paul does emphasize in this text 
that what we owe our neighbor is love, 
that love fulfi lls the law, that love sums 
up the commandments of the law, and 
that love does no wrong to the neighbor. 
Love certainly involves the keeping of 
commandments, but love is more than 
the keeping of commands. Love also 
involves the affections and motivations 
of the heart. One can never claim to be 
loving while transgressing command-
ments. But one can be unloving even 
while keeping commandments, for love 
involves the affections and motivations 
of the heart. We see this truth in 1 Cor 
13:3, “If I give all my possessions to feed 
the poor, and if I deliver my body to be 
burned, but do not have love, it profi ts me 
nothing” (NASB). Certainly there is no 
external violation of God’s law in giving 
one’s money to the poor or in giving up 
one’s life for another! Indeed, doing these 
things seems to refl ect a profound obedi-
ence to God’s law. And yet Paul explicitly 
says here that one may be exceedingly 
generous to the poor and give up his life 
for another person and still be unloving! 
How can one be unloving and give all of 
one’s possessions to the poor or sacrifi ce 
one’s life so that others may live? Most of 
us would be inclined to say that anyone 
who gave us all his money or gave up his 
life for another must be acting in love. 
But Paul says, “Not necessarily.” Why? 

These actions are unloving if the motiva-
tion is to gain glory, honor, and praise for 
ourselves and if they lack affection for the 
people helped.

No one can be loving who violates 
the commandments, but we may not be 
acting in genuine love while keeping 
the commandments because we may be 
keeping them to bring honor and praise 
to ourselves instead of to God (Rom 1:21). 
True love involves the motivation of the 
heart and thus it is deeper than the prac-
ticing of certain commandments. Keeping 
God’s commands is crucial, but love must 
retain primacy since our motivation may 
be idolatrous even in keeping God’s com-
mands. We honor God in loving others 
when our love fl ows from trust in God 
(Rom 4:21), for if we do anything apart 
from faith we sin (Rom 14:23).

If love does not retain primacy over 
commandments, then we are also in dan-
ger of falling into Pharisaism, which is the 
attempt to make a rule for every conceiv-
able situation. The Pharisees took God’s 
commandments so seriously that they 
compiled another book, the Mishnah, 
which described in detail how to keep 
God’s commandments. This book con-
tains 800 pages of detailed regulations. In 
later Jewish history a further explanation 
of these 800 pages of rules was compiled, 
and this consists of more than twenty 
volumes and is called the Talmud. 

Now there is no doubt that we need 
God’s commandments to prevent us 
from sentimentalizing love. But what is 
remarkable in reading the New Testament 
is that love is also described in terms of 
broad principles and commands. Biblical 
writers give us enough commands so that 
they describe how love works itself out, 
but they do not give us so many that we 
are lost in a welter of laws that we can 
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scarcely remember.
It is remarkably easy to impose com-

mandments on others that are not found 
in the scriptures, nor can they be defended 
as valid implications from biblical teach-
ing. In doing so we become like the 
Pharisees in adding laws to the Bible. Here 
are some examples of imposing laws not 
found in the scripture that I have heard 
in my twenty-three years as a Christian. 
“All Christians must home school.” “All 
Christians should go to public school.” 
“Wearing beards is wrong and rebel-
lious.” “Christians must do manual labor 
and work with their hands.” “Christians 
must not eat pork or sugar.” “Christians 
should bake fresh bread every day.” “All 
Christians must read the King James Ver-
sion.” There is nothing wrong, of course, 
in believers making their own private 
decisions on each of these issues, but to 
impose them on others and to pretend 
they are biblical is Pharisaism.

Life is too complex to write down what 
should be done in every specifi c situa-
tion. In the tremendous variety of life it is 
impossible to specify what should be done 
in advance in every case. Scripture does 
not attempt to delineate for us exactly 
what we should do in every circumstance. 
Instead, it says that love is the baseline for 
our behavior, and love in turn asks what 
is the best for a neighbor in each situation 
as it arises. 

The diffi culty of discerning what is 
best for the neighbor in terms of love is 
revealed in Phil 1:9-11: “And this I pray 
that your love may abound still more 
and more in real knowledge and all dis-
cernment, so that you may approve the 
things that are excellent, in order to be 
sincere and blameless until the day of 
Christ, having been fi lled with the fruit of 
righteousness which comes through Jesus 

Christ, to the glory and praise of God” 
(NASB). Paul prays that our love will grow 
in discernment, so that we will choose 
what is excellent. In the complexity of life 
we do not always know what is excellent 
and what is the most loving, and thus we 
need wisdom to discern what is the most 
loving action in various circumstances. 
Should we fi re the employee that is doing 
poor work or give him another chance? 
How much time should we spend with 
our families and how much time in other 
ministry? What is the best way to respond 
to non-believers with whom we work? 
Sometimes it seems best to confront them 
with evil, but often we overlook their evil 
because we know the root problem is 
that they are unregenerate. It is not easy 
to know the best way to respond in each 
situation. There is no one right and simple 
answer to these questions. The diffi culty 
of deciding what is the most loving in each 
circumstance explains why Paul says in 
Eph 5:10 that we must test what is pleas-
ing to the Lord. This implies that it is not 
always immediately clear what is the best 
course of action, what is the most loving 
thing to do.

The commandments God gives us are 
like the banks of a river that control the 
fl ow of the river. When we violate God’s 
commandments we cause the river to run 
over the banks, and thus it loses its power 
and beauty. If we add commandments 
not found in the scriptures, we widen the 
banks of the river so that it becomes slow 
and stagnant and loses its life and vitality. 
And within the stream of the river there 
are numerous decisions that need to be 
made that cannot be specifi ed in advance. 
The Bible does not anticipate every situa-
tion we will encounter. We need the Holy 
Spirit and wisdom to discern what is 
best to do as different instances arrive in 
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our life. Scripture informs us that love is 
the guideline. But there is no attempt to 
calculate in advance what we should do 
in each circumstance of life. We read the 
scriptures, pray, seek wisdom, and rely 
upon the Spirit in attempting to discern 
God’s will.

ENDNOTES
1Minneapolis Star Tribune, June 22, 1994.
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