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INTRODUCTION TO ROMANS 

 

   The Book of Romans was written by Paul,1 a servant of Christ Jesus, called to be an 

apostle (Romans 1:1).2  His amanuensis was Tertius, who in closing gives personal 

greetings (Romans 16:22).  We do not know with certainty the exact date of its writing, 

but most scholars estimate it to be early AD 55, during Paul’s three month stay in Corinth 

that was part of his third missionary journey (Acts 20:1-3; Romans 16:23).  The letter 

may have been delivered to Rome by Phoebe, a deacon of the church in Cenchreae 

(Romans 16:1).   

   The letter was written to all in Rome who are loved by God and called to be His 

holy people (Romans 1:7), a congregation which Paul had not founded but was preparing 

to visit for the first time while en route to Spain (Romans 15:22-33).3     

   We do not know exactly what occasioned its writing.  Scholars summarize no less than 

twelve possible reasons,4 but we cannot know with certainty.  Though Paul addresses 

some specific difficulties in Rome (see Romans 14:1-15:13), there is no indication he 

wrote in response to situations in the Church such as occasioned 1 Corinthians.  Kruse 

believes “Paul’s primary purpose in writing Romans was to minister to the believers in 

Rome…ensur[ing] that their understanding of the gospel was such that they would 

 
1 Paul was born in Tarsus in Cilicia (modern day Turkey) in the early years of the Christian era.  He was of 

the Jewish tribe of Benjamin (Philippians 3:5) and his Hebrew name was Saul. (Paul was his Roman name.)  

His parents were committed Yahwists (Philippians 3:5) who were Roman citizens, so Paul possessed 

Roman citizenship from birth (Acts 22:28).  He was well educated in Gentile culture, although the thrust of 

his education was Jewish, having been educated in Jerusalem by Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3).  He was at 

least tri-lingual (Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek).  He was highly zealous for the Mosaic Law and for Jewish 

Tradition (Galatians 1:14) and his first appearance in Scripture is as an advocate of these perspectives (Acts 

9:1-2).  His initial encounter with Jesus is a supernatural one while on the road to Damascus, when Christ 

intercepted him in the midst of his Pharisaical fanaticism and zeal to destroy His Church (Acts 9:3-9).     

2 All scripture citations, unless otherwise noted, are from the TNIV.   

3 We do not know how, when or by whom the Church in Rome (a largely Gentile Church but with Jewish 

believers too) was founded.  Acts 2:10 states that visitors from Rome (both Jews and converts to 

Judaism) were in the listening audience on the Day of Pentecost, some of whom may have responded to 

Peter’s message and carried the gospel back.   “The (best) probability is that traders and other travelers first 

brought Christianity to Rome” (Leon Morris, The Pillar New Testament Commentary—The Epistle To The 

Romans, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1988).     

4 See Morris, loc, cit., pp. 7-17.  
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constitute an acceptable sacrifice to God, consecrated by the Holy Spirit” (Romans 1:16-

15:13) with a secondary purpose of “preparing the way for his visit to Rome and 

subsequent mission in Spain” while soliciting prayer for his “collection visit” to 

Jerusalem (Romans 1:1-15; 15:14-16:27).5  “The main body of Romans is what we may 

call a ‘treatise,’ or ‘tractate.’  It addresses key theological issues against the backdrop of 

middle first-century Christianity rather than within the context of specific local 

problems.”6    

   Its major theme is the gospel and its meaning.7  “Romans is worthy not only that every 

Christian should know it word for word, by heart, but occupy himself with it every day, 

as the daily bread of the soul.  It can never be read or pondered too much, and the more it 

is dealt with the more precious it becomes, and the better it tastes.”8 

 

ROMANS 1:1-7— 

   Following common first-century epistolary style, Paul begins by identifying himself as 

the letter’s author.  His self-designation as a servant of Christ Jesus (vs. 1) reflects off 

the LXX’s use of servant (Greek, doulos [cf. bond-servant {NAS} or slave {NRSV 

footnote}]) and ties his former allegiance to Yahweh as a Pharisee to His current 

allegiance as an apostle to the crucified Jewish Messiah, Christ Jesus.  This self-

designation and the accompanying called to be an apostle and set apart for the gospel 

of God (vs. 1) hearkens back to Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:1-

19); it sets him in the tradition of Jeremiah (Jeremiah 1:5) and “tells us what he regarded 

as most important about himself, or at least as most relevant to his readers.”9   

   Departing from conventional epistolary format, Paul parenthetically shows the gospel’s 

promise in the Old Testament by noting it is the gospel He promised beforehand 

 
5  Kruse, Colin, The Pillar New Testament Commentary—Paul’s Letter to the Romans, William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 2012, pg. 11.   

6 Moo, Douglas, The New International Commentary on the New Testament—The Epistle To The Romans, 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1996, pg. 14.   

7 Throughout Church history, Romans has been a catalyst for reform and transformation.  It was while 

reading Romans 13:13-14 in the fourth century that Saint Augustine came to know Christ; in the sixteenth 

century, the young German monk, Martin Luther, discovered the truth of salvation by grace through faith 

while reading Romans and his personal transformation led to the launch of the Protestant Reformation.   

8 Martin Luther quoted in Moo, op. cit., pg. 22.   

9 Dunn, James D.G., Word Biblical Commentary—Romans, Word Books, Publisher, Dallas, TX, 1988, pg. 

21.   
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through His prophets in the Holy Scriptures (vs. 2).  The core message of the epistle 

(the gospel), therefore, is not Paul’s own invention; it has continuity with Israel’s 

longstanding historic faith, despite the fact that not all the Israelites accepted the good 

news (Romans 10:16).  Continuing with his parenthesis, we are informed next that the 

gospel regard[s] His Son, who as to His earthly life was a descendant of David (vs. 

3),10  which emphasizes that the gospel is a Person in unique relationship to Israel’s 

Yahweh…a Person who incidentally is Jewish by nationality (again emphasizing 

continuity with the Old Testament).  Lastly with reference to his parenthesis, Paul notes 

that Jesus did not become God’s Son through resurrection (He was obviously that 

already), but His resurrection did enlarge the scope of His Sonship (i.e., declared Him 

Lord globally and inaugurated a new age—who through the Spirit of holiness was 

appointed the Son of God in power11 by His resurrection from the dead [vs. 4]).   

   Returning now to his main introductory thought, we12 received grace and apostleship 

to call all the Gentiles to faith and obedience (vs. 5).13   Here Paul notes his first of 

many insights into grace in Romans…namely, grace is given not just to benefit the 

recipient but to enable the recipient to further God’s will.  We also see one intended 

response to faith (the gospel)…that its adherents obey Christ.   

 

• Obedience follows from the truth Paul expressed in his opening line when he 

described himself as a “slave” of Christ.  Believers belong to Christ without 

reserve.  Therefore they owe him the most complete obedience.  It is not without 

interest that this epistle, which puts such stress on the free salvation won for us by 

Christ’s atoning act, should also stress the importance of obedient response.14 

    

   Having noted that the Roman Church was both predominately Gentile in constituency 

and that it sat in the center of the known Gentile world (vs. 6), Paul closes his salutation 

 
10 “This clause assumes the preexistence of the Son…and (is) a clear allusion to the messianic stature of the 

Son” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 46).   

11 The idea here is that as the Son of God Jesus is powerful.  “The gospel does not simply offer people 

some bright ideas and then leave them to put them into practice as best they can.  Christians live out their 

faith in a strength not their own, the power of God’s Holy Spirit” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 46).   

12 This is best interpreted rhetorically, that is as an equivalent to “I.”   

13 To call…to faith and obedience has the idea of to call to obedience which faith demands.  

14 Morris, op. cit., pg. 49.   
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by reminding the Church that they are loved by God and called to be His holy people 

(vs. 7) and gives both a Greek (grace) and Jewish (peace)15 blessing (vs. 7).    

 

ROMANS 1:8-15— 

   As is often his custom, Paul follows his salutation with a thanksgiving statement—I 

thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith16 is being 

reported all over the world (vs. 8).  Rome was a strategic city in the ancient world and a 

place where one would most certainly have wanted a vibrant Church; the fact that there 

was such a Church in Rome was therefore cause for celebration all over the world17 

(facilitated no doubt by the amount of movement to and from Rome).    

   Moving to assure the Romans of his commitment to them and his integrity in desiring 

to see them, Paul states two matters of constant 18  prayer—I remember you in my 

prayers…and I pray that now at last by God’s will the way may be opened for me to 

come to you (vv. 9-10)—confirming such by way of a solemn oath—God…is my 

witness (vs. 9).19  He also restates his life calling—I serve…in preaching the gospel of 

His Son (vs. 9; cf. Romans 1:1) and notes that he is sincerely involved in this life calling 

down to the very core of his being—I serve in my spirit (vs. 9; cf. I serve with my 

whole heart [NIV]); this is something they would not be able to see but in Paul’s 

perspective they needed to know.   

   Although we are not sure why, Paul next further reiterates his sincerity in wanting to 

see them despite the fact it has not worked out to date (vv. 11-13).  Perhaps his sincerity 

to visit or the integrity of his word was being questioned.  His longing20 to see them is so 

that I may impart to you some spiritual gift to make you strong (vs. 11).  His 

reference is general and generic…tantamount to saying he is confident God will 

somehow use him as a fellow believer during his visit to influence and benefit 

 
15 Peace (Greek, eirene) here is equivalent to the Hebrew shalom, “…not so much the absence of war or 

strife as the presence of positive blessing” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 54).   

16 This is not saying that their faith is special or unique, but rather is equivalent to saying, “The fact that 

there are Christians in Rome is being reported all over the world.”   

17 Most scholars see this statement as a hyperbolic way of saying, “Very widespread.”     

18 This does not refer to “unceasing petition, or the like, but to prayer offered at frequent and regular 

intervals” (Peter T. O’Brien quoted in Moo, op. cit., pg. 59).   See also at all times (Romans 1:10).   

19 We see here the importance of those involved in preaching the gospel also praying for God’s people.   

20 Note Paul’s use of emotive language.   
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them 21 …an influence and benefit which he then humbly notes will be mutual and 

reciprocal—that is, that you and I may be mutually encouraged by each other’s faith 

(vs. 12).  “He hopes to receive help as well as to give it during his purposed visit to 

Rome.”22  Before Paul concludes the paragraph by reiterating his truest passion—that I 

might have a harvest23 among you, just as I have had among the other Gentiles (vs. 

13)—he again mentions his delay in coming by way of stating important information not 

necessarily known to the Romans—I do not want you to be unaware…that I planned 

many times to come to you (but have been prevented from doing so until now) (vs. 

13).  We do not know what prevented Paul, but the wording intimates circumstances 

beyond his control.  Moo believes it was “probably the demands on Paul of his ministry 

in the eastern Mediterranean (see Romans 15:19),”24 a perspective shared by Calvin, “We 

may take this to mean that the Lord employed him in more urgent business, which he 

could not have neglected without damage to the Church.”25  It is likely not a reference to 

satanic prevention as at Thessalonica (1 Thessalonians 2:18).   

   Next, Paul states clearly that his apostolic calling to preach the gospel (vs. 15) has 

placed him under obligation (howbeit one which he eagerly embraces)—I am 

obligated…[and] eager to preach the gospel (vv. 14-15).   “Paul’s plan to have a 

harvest among the Roman Christians has its source not in a desire for personal 

aggrandizement but in his sense of missionary ‘obligation’.”26  This obligation to preach 

is primarily to Gentiles, but also extends to all nationalities and certainly to all classes of 

people, which Paul defines using customary social designations from sophisticated Greek 

culture—I am obligated both to Greeks and non-Greeks, both to the wise and the 

foolish (vs. 14).  “Paul, in elaborating his sense of call to evangelize (primarily) the 

 
21 Scholars see several other exegetical possibilities as to Paul’s meaning of some spiritual gift including 

(among others) the impartation of one of the gifts in 1 Corinthians 12.  See Longenecker, Richard, The 

Epistle to the Romans—The New International Greek Testament Commentary, William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 2016, pp. 113-118 for a detailed analysis.   

22  Bruce, F.F., Tyndale New Testament Commentaries—Romans, William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1990 reprint, pg. 72.   

23 Harvest likely emphasizes the beneficial outcome of converts, but may also reference “strengthening of 

the faith and obedience of those already believing” (C.E.B. Cranfield, The International Critical 

Commentary—Romans, T & T Clark Limited, Edinburg, Scotland, 1975, pg. 82).   

24 Moo, op. cit., pg. 61.   

25 John Calvin quoted in Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 82.   

26 Moo, op. cit., pg. 61.   
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Gentiles deliberately looks at the world through the eyes of a Gentile, from the 

perspective of sophisticated Hellenism.”27 

 

ROMANS 1:16-17— 

   “Most commentators recognize in [these verses] the ‘text’ of the epistle; it is not wrong 

to see in them a summary of Paul’s theology as a whole.”28  That text?  The gospel.  Why 

Paul felt a need to state that he was not ashamed of the gospel (vs. 16) eludes us,29 but 

his basis for emphatically standing by it and living to proclaim it is clear—it is the power 

of God that brings salvation to everyone who believes (vs. 16).  The salvation (Greek, 

soteria) that the gospel brings is used generically here to include “justification, 

redemption, and the like [as] particular aspects,”30 including deliverance for God’s wrath 

in the final judgment. And what enables the gospel to bring such salvation?  Its power.  

“Paul knows that this apparently weak and foolish message is really, in spite of all 

appearances, power, and not just one power over against others, but the supreme power, 

the almighty power of God Himself directed toward the salvation of men, God’s almighty 

saving…His effective power.”31  

   But there is a caveat—the gospel’s power is only beneficial to everyone who believes 

(vs. 16), that is to those who give a “response of surrender to the judgment and unmerited 

mercy of God which God Himself brings about [in the gospel]—knowing God not only 

directs the message to the hearer but also Himself lays open the hearer’s heart to the 

message.”32   

   Paul next states why the gospel is the power of God that brings salvation to 

everyone who believes (vs. 16): for in the gospel the righteousness of God is revealed 

(vs. 17).  By this Paul means that in the gospel “the act by which God brings people into 

right relationship with Himself”33 is revealed; His righteousness is His declaring one 

 
27 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 36.   

28 C.K. Barrett quoted in Morris, op. cit., pg. 66. 

29 Longenecker feels the best explanation lies in viewing it “primarily as highly apologetic or polemical in 

nature and as responding to certain criticisms of his person, mission, and/or message being voiced by at 

least some of the Christians at Rome” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 161).   

30 Morris, loc. cit., pg. 67.   

31 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 87.   

32 Ibid., pg. 90.   

33 Moo, op. cit., pg. 74. 
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innocent in Christ, an innocence that prevents one from experiencing His wrath (see 

Romans 1:18-32).  And how does one appropriate this declaration?  The same way one 

experiences the power of God in salvation…by faith (vs. 17).  This by faith response, 

Paul then notes, has always been and will always be God’s only means of experiencing 

His kingdom life—[it is] by faith from first to last, just as it is written: “The 

righteous will live by faith” (vs. 17).34   

 

ROMANS 1:18-32— 

   Paul begins here a section that continues through Romans 4:25 in which he discusses 

various aspects of God acting to bring people into right relationship with Himself.  His 

first concern in understanding and appreciating this gracious act of God is that we 

understand why it is necessary, namely, the universal reign of sin that leads to God’s 

judicious response—the wrath of God is being revealed (Romans 1:18).  “As long as 

God is God, He cannot behold with indifference that His creation is destroyed and His 

holy will trodden underfoot.  Therefore, He meets sin with His mighty and annihilating 

reaction.”35 

   The wrath of God [that] is being revealed from heaven against all the godlessness 

and wickedness of human beings (Romans 1:18)36 is in the form of both a present 

reality—God gave them over in the sinful desires of their hearts…to shameful 

lusts…[and] to a depraved mind37 (Romans 1:24, 26 and 28)—and a future reality—

you are storing up wrath against yourself for the day of God’s wrath, when His 

righteous judgment will be revealed (Romans 2:5).38  Gave them over is built on the 

imagery of a judge handing over a prisoner to his just punishment, in this case, the 

punishment of “the terrible cycle of ever-increasing sin.”39  Such punishment may be 

 
34 Paul’s quote of Habakkuk 2:4 is an example of the gospel…[being] promised beforehand through His 

prophets in the Holy Scriptures (Romans 1:2).   

35 Anders Nygren quoted in Moo, op. cit., pg. 100.   

36  Human beings here references all humanity, though Paul seems to be emphasizing the Gentiles’ 

sinfulness as he will later talk more specifically about the Jews’.   

37 A person with a depraved mind is one who is “quite unable to make trustworthy moral judgments” 

because of having chosen to cut themselves off from a knowledge of God (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 94).   

38 This references eternal banishment to hell at the Great White Throne Judgment (Revelation 20:11-15).   

39 Moo, op. cit., pg. 111.  Men…received in themselves the due penalty for their error (Romans 1:27) is 

“probably [a reference] to their sexual perversion itself as the punishment for their abandonment of the true 
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reformatory for some, but history proves it is unfortunately not for most.  “Paul would 

see the act of handing over as punitive, but not as spiteful or vengeful.  For him it is 

simply the case that man apart from God regresses to a lower level of animality.”40 

   God’s response of wrath is painted against the backdrop of the willful intentionality 

with which humankind gives itself to sinfulness despite knowing enough to know that 

God has a moral code to be followed—[they] suppress the truth by their wickedness, 

since what may be known about God is plain to them, because God has made it 

plain to them…[and] although they knew God, they neither glorified Him as God 

nor gave thanks to Him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts 

were darkened (Romans 1:19, 21).  “This failure to give God his due and to receive life 

as God’s gift is Paul’s way of expressing the primal sin of humankind.”41  They are, 

therefore, without excuse (Romans 1:20) and His wrath justified.  

   The specific manifestations that Paul notes regarding this general sinfulness are— 

• Idolatry (Romans 1:23, 25; cf. Psalm 106:20). 

• Sexual impurity (Romans 1:24). 

• Homosexuality (Romans 1:26-27).42   

• Twenty-one sociological ills such as greed, envy, murder, strife, gossip, 

arrogance, etc. (Romans 1:28-31), most of which reflect people harming people.   

   The depth to which their depraved mind has plunged is reiterated in Paul’s concluding 

statement—they not only continue to do these very things but also approve of those 

who practice them (Romans 1:32). “We are not only bent on damning ourselves but we 

congratulate others in the doing of those things that we know have their issue in 

damnation.”43 This also serves to show that Paul believes that generally speaking people 

are very aware of what they are doing and of the consequences, yet do it anyway.   

 

 
God than to a necessary or appropriate but unspecified punishment for their sexual perversion” (C.E.B. 

Cranfield, op. cit., pp. 126-127).   

40 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 62.   

41 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 59.   

42 “The expression ‘in the same way’ (vs. 27) indicates that male homosexual practice is intended here just 

as female homosexual practice was intended in 1:26” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 103).  This represents what 

is known as the “traditionalist’s” understanding of homosexuality in Romans 1:26-27.  For the alternate 

“revisionist’s” understanding, see, Brownson, James, Bible Gender Sexuality, William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 2013.   

43 John Murray quoted in Moo, op. cit., pg. 122. 
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BRIEF EXCURSUS ON ROMANS 1:19-20 

   What exactly does Paul mean in writing what may be known about God is plain to 

[people]…God’s invisible qualities…have been clearly seen, being understood from 

what has been made?  Theologians refer to this as “The Doctrine of Natural Revelation” 

and Paul postulates it as the basis of people [being] without excuse in rejecting God and 

His moral code.44  Roman Catholic scholars have generally been open to the possibility 

of people finding salvation through the witness of nature and one’s conscience; Protestant 

theologians generally disagree, often vehemently, insisting that a saving knowledge of 

God comes exclusively through knowledge of Christ.  Perhaps Moo summarizes Paul’s 

intentionality best— 

 

• The text teaches that all people have, by reason of God’s revelation in creation, 

access to some degree of knowledge about God (v. 19) and that, to however 

limited an extent, they subjectively perceive this knowledge (v. 20)…but this 

knowledge is both limited and impure; it is confined to those basic attributes of 

God that may be discerned in nature (v. 20) and is so mixed with false perceptions 

that it is almost immediately perverted…the knowledge of God that people 

possess outside special revelation is woefully inadequate, of itself, to save…the 

evidence of nature and conscience serves only to render them “without excuse” 

before the wrathful God.45 

    

    

    

    

    

    

 

    

    

 

 
44 “They (Gentiles) did not have the law of Moses, as the Jews had, but they had the law of conscience, the 

distinction between right and wrong, engraved on their hearts” (F. F. Bruce, op. cit., pg. 84).   

45 Moo, op. cit., pg. 123.  Longenecker, citing the personal experience of the Edinburgh theologian John 

Baillie and his life-long awareness of “the divine as a factor in my environment,” states, “God’s revelation 

of himself is…present throughout the whole world and…he has prepared all people through his ‘general 

revelation’ in creation for the reception of his ‘special revelation’ in the proclamation of the gospel” 

(Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 228).   
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ROMANS 2:1-11— 

   Continuing with the matter of the sinfulness of all people…a sinfulness that brings 

about the experiencing of God’s wrath unless one is made righteous by faith in the power 

of the gospel…Paul now turns to those who sit in moral judgment of the people described 

in Romans 1:18-32.   “Paul now moves on to show that those who sit in judgment on 

their fellows are as guilty as those they judge.  There is a natural tendency to justify 

ourselves for the wrong we do by condemning people who do other evils that we think 

are worse.  ‘The Pharisee is always present in each one of us’ (Leenhardt).”46 

   Paul makes his point using the ancient argument style known as diatribe, an imaginary 

dialogue with either one’s student or opponent so as to prove a point.  You, therefore, is 

not the Roman church, but moralists who fancy themselves exempt from God’s 

judgment, particularly religious Jews (Romans 2:4, 17).  “Just as people in general have 

turned away from the revelation that God has given in nature (1:20-32), so the Jews have 

turned away, through their disobedience, from the revelation that God has given them 

specially (2:17-24)…[and] stand on the same basic ground as Gentiles when it comes to 

God’s judgment.”47  So when you, a mere human, pass judgment on them and yet do 

the same things, do you think you will escape God’s judgment? (vs. 3).  Do the same 

things likely refers most specifically to the sociological ills in Romans 1:29-31, as 

idolatry and homosexuality were probably not part of the religious Jews’ practices 

(though they certainly could be).  We know48 that God’s judgment against those who 

do such things is based on truth (vs. 2) indicates that God has factual proof these 

moralists are engaging in such practices and hence condemning [themselves] (vs. 1), 

even if they are in personal denial of such.  What makes this as it were “doubly horrific” 

is that as God’s covenant people the Jews were recipients of the riches of His kindness, 

forbearance and patience, which were not to be taken advantage of (i.e., “We are 

 
46 Morris, op. cit., pg. 107.   

47 Moo, op. cit., pg. 126-127.  

48 We know translates a Greek word (oidamen) that indicates something accepted as irrefutable fact.   
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covenant people, so we are forgiven despite conduct”), but were rather intended to lead 

[them] to repentance (vs. 4).   “In all this it is very difficult to avoid the conclusion that 

Paul’s aim is directed at what he sees to be the overconfidence in their election on the 

part of many of his fellow Jews.”49 

   Paul’s next paragraph (vv. 5-11) moves to the general principle involved in the 

diatribe—God “will repay everyone according to what they have done” (vs. 6, 

quoting Psalm 62:12)…there will be trouble and distress for every human being who 

does evil: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile; but glory, honor and peace for 

everyone who does good: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.  For God does not 

show favoritism (vv. 9-11).  “Judgment means that those who have acted in accordance 

with God’s will will be rewarded, whereas those who have opposed God will be 

punished.”50    

   Anyone familiar with biblical theology, especially Paul’s, knows that these verses 

create a theological conundrum.  Cranfield notes that there are no less than ten 

theological explanations as to Paul’s intent, ranging from Paul is inconsistent with 

reference to the fact that no one is justified by works of the law to he is speaking 

hypothetically, “leaving the gospel out of account and arguing from the presuppositions 

of the Jew.”51  In formulating his personal perspective, he notes— 

 

• It is absolutely vital to the true understanding of these verses to recognize that the 

statement of vs. 6 is not made in a legalistic sense—it is not an assertion of 

requital according to desserts—and that it is not implied in vv. 7 and 10 that the 

people referred to earn eternal life.  The good work is not regarded as 

constituting a claim upon God, but as the expression of faith and repentance.  The 

good work no more earns salvation than does the evil work.  The difference 

between them is the difference between evidence of openness to God’s judgment 

and mercy and evidence of the persistence of a proud and stubborn self-

righteousness.52 

 
49 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 91. 

50 Morris, op. cit., pg. 114.  Note Kruse on vs. 7.  “[To those] doing good…He will give eternal life 

relates to the behavior expected of followers of Christ, those who are already saved…although the 

obedience in question entails specific and concrete acts of lifestyle pleasing to God, it must be remembered 

that ‘the future justification of God’s people is not made to hinge on, say, 51% (or more!) of law-keeping, 

because obedience itself is the produce of faith; and where true faith and love exist, there must be ultimate 

justification’” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pp. 124-125).   

51 Cranfield, op. cit., pp. 151-153.   

52 Ibid., pg. 153.  Revelation 20:12 notes this same principle—the dead were judged according to what 

they had done as recorded in the books.   
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ROMANS 2:12-16— 

   Continuing his basic premise of Romans 2:1-11,53 Paul’s main point here is to show 

that God’s “level playing field of judgment” does not give the Jews a decisive edge at the 

eschatological judgment seat merely because they possess the law;54 sinfulness requiring 

condemnation if one is not justified by faith in the gospel is universal and judgment is 

meted out according to response to the light one has—all who sin apart from the law55 

will also perish apart from the law, and all who sin under the law will be judged56 by 

the law…on the day when God judges everyone’s secrets through Jesus Christ (vv. 

12, 16). There are two bases for Paul’s premise. 1) It is doing the law, not merely 

possessing it as God’s covenant people, that matters (vs. 13) and 2) even Gentiles who do 

not have the law do by nature things required by the law…[showing] that the 

requirements of the law57 are written on their hearts (vv. 14-15).  Despite the dark 

picture of Romans 1:18-32, the image of God in which human beings are created has left 

within them residue of an ability to know, discern and lead somewhat upright lives 

(despite the Fall)…“although this was not their ground of justification before God.”58   

   Dunn has an interesting remark on Paul’s argument here with reference to those who 

never hear the gospel— 

 

• He does not actually say that this “work of the law” will guarantee their acquittal 

on the day of judgment; if anything his language is designed rather to explain 

how it is that Gentiles who sin without the law can yet be held responsible (vv 12, 

15bc)…but neither does he deny the possibility that there are among the 

unevangelized Gentiles “doers of the law” who shall be acquitted (v 13); he does 

not ask the question and his treatment leaves the answer open.59 

    

 

    

 
53 Romans 2:12 begins in Greek with gar (for), left un-translated in the TNIV and NRSV but rightly 

included in the NASV and ESV.   

54 “Even the law does not mark a clear distinction between Jew and Gentile, that Jew is not better than 

Gentile for having the law, that so far as the real business of the law is concerned there are Gentiles who 

stand a better chance of acquittal at the final judgment than many Jews” (James D.G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 

104).   

55 The law here references the law of Moses and those sinning apart from it are Gentiles—foreigners to 

the covenants of the promise (Ephesians 2:12).   

56 The intimation here is that those judged by the law will be found condemned.   

57 This references the law’s intentionality, namely, that people conduct themselves according to God’s 

moral precepts.  

58 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 86.  See also note #49 above.   

59 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 107.   
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ROMANS 2:17-24— 

   Resuming his diatribe that was interrupted beginning with vs. 6, the “you” becomes 

crystal clear—now you, if 60  you call yourself a Jew (vs. 17).  His intent in these 

paragraphs is not immediately obvious, but seems to be a challenge once again to the 

Jews’ sense of superiority over the Gentiles and their sense of privilege with reference to 

God’s judgment because of heritage Yahweh had granted them (vv. 17-24) and because 

of physical circumcision (vv. 25-29).    

   Jew, which had come to replace “Israelite” or “Hebrew” following the Exile, was the 

common designation in Paul’s day for anyone who belonged to the people group of 

Israel, the people of the covenant.  By way of six commonly held beliefs among Jews as a 

whole at the time—rely[ing] on the law…boast[ing] in God61…know[ing] His will… 

approv[ing] of what is superior…[being] instructed in the law…[and being] 

convinced that you are a guide for the blind (vv. 17-20)—Paul’s apodosis is another 

indictment against their failure to “practice what they preach”—you preach against 

stealing…[but] steal…say that people should not commit adultery…[but] commit 

adultery…abhor idols…[but] rob temples62 (vv. 21-24).  The collective failure is so 

significant that they not only dishonor God by breaking the law (vs. 23), but “God’s 

name is blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you” (vs. 24, quoting Isaiah 52:5 

and likely alluding to Ezekiel 36:20-23).63  As Dunn notes, “Once the typical Jew’s a 

priori status as Jew before God by virtue of his people’s election is seen to be called in 

question, then the broader indictment of man in general (1:18-32) can be seen to apply 

more clearly to Jew as well as Gentile (2:9-11).”64 

 

 

 

 
60 The Greek construction (ei) has the sense of “because.”   

61 Paul may be using this claim with overtones of “self-glorifying in God.”   

62 The precise meaning of rob temples is difficult to ascertain but apparently references “mak[ing] profits 

from dishonest practices connected with idolatry” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 137).   

63 “In Isaiah, the blaspheming of God’s name occurs through the oppression of Israel, God’s chosen people, 

by foreign powers.  Paul ascribes the cause of the blasphemy to the disobedient lives of his people.  Perhaps 

Paul intends the reader to see the irony in having responsibility for dishonoring God’s name transferred 

from the Gentiles to the people of Israel” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 166).   

64 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 116.   
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ROMANS 2:25-29— 

   Paul closes the chapter by discussing the fact that physical circumcision (the sign of 

admission to God’s covenant with Israel [Genesis 17:9-14]) does not in and of itself 

shield one (just like possessing the law [vv. 17-24]) from God’s judgment.65  There must 

be an accompanied life-style—circumcision has value if you observe the law (vs. 25).  

“Circumcision admitted to membership of the covenant people, but this is of no avail 

unless one lives as a member of that covenant people.”66  It was important that Paul 

include this understanding in his argument because physical circumcision was a chief 

grounds of Jewish confidence.  “Later Judaism claimed that ‘no person who is 

circumcised will go down to Gehenna’,”67 a perspective Paul bluntly disqualifies—if you 

break the law, you have become as though you had not been circumcised (vs. 25).68 

   In the same vein as vv. 12-15, Paul then goes from specific to general noting—the one 

who is not circumcised physically and yet obeys the law69 will condemn you70 who, 

even though you have the written code and circumcision, are a lawbreaker (vs. 27).  

It is the inward that cannot be seen, the endeavor to seek after God by faith and live in 

accordance with the spirit of His precepts, that wins His acceptance, regardless of 

nationality or spiritual heritage—a person is a Jew who is one inwardly; and 

circumcision is circumcision of the heart,71 by the Spirit,72 not by the written code.  

Such a person’s praise is…from God (vs. 29).   

 
65 Romans 2:25 also begins in Greek with gar (for), again left un-translated in the TNIV and NRSV but 

rightly included in the NASV and ESV. 

66 Morris, op. cit., pg. 139.   

67 Moo, op. cit., pg. 167.   

68 This does not mean “that the Jew’s circumcision has been annulled in God’s sight, but that he has 

become uncircumcised in heart…and now, though still a member of God’s special people to whom God is 

still faithful, stands in his human existence in a negative, and no longer in a positive, relation to God’s 

purpose in history, and is outside that Israel remnant within Israel” (C.E.B. Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 172).   

69 Obeys the law is not to be taken as Paul teaching obedience to the law is salvific.  Rather, it references 

one’s endeavor to live so as to please God (cf. Romans 2:14).     

70 “It will not be a case of the faithful Jew passing judgment on the lawless Gentile, as the interlocutor 

began by thinking (2:1-3), but rather a case of the law-fulfilling Gentile (by his faith and life) passing 

judgment on the law-transgressing Jew…in a fitting climax to the argument the tables are nearly turned on 

the interlocutor, and the counsel for the prosecution (2:1-3) finds himself in the dock!” (James D.G. Dunn, 

op. cit., pg. 127). 

71 The matter of circumcision of the heart goes back to Moses (see Deuteronomy10:16 and 30:6).   

72 Or circumcision is a matter of the heart—it is spiritual and not literal (NRSV).  “Paul teaches us, by 

analogy, that as those who are committed to ‘God in Christ’ we need constantly to be aware of the 

disparities of our lives between profession and practice, and to bring these matters before God in 

repentance and confession” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 324).   
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Gary Matsdorf 

New Hope Christian College 

Romans & Galatians—NT323 

Handout #3 

 

ROMANS 3:1-8— 

   Paul’s diatribe that there is a “level playing field” with reference to judgment for both 

Jew and Gentile, and that spiritual heritage and circumcision in and of themselves 

without accompanying life-style of commitment to Yahweh are not “get out of hell free” 

cards for Jews (Romans 2:17-29), anticipates a natural question from the Jews—what 

advantage, then, is there in being a Jew? (vs. 1).  Paul will take this up in great detail 

in Romans 9-11 for he knows that his argument in Romans 2 does not nullify Israel’s 

unique place in salvation history; but for now, his response is quite simple and direct—

much in every way! (vs. 2).73  For example—the Jews have been entrusted with the 

very words of God (vs. 2). 74   The very words of God likely references the Old 

Testament as a whole, perhaps with an emphasis on the gospel promises contained 

therein as referenced in Romans 1:2. “For Paul, pre-eminent among the ‘word of God’ 

entrusted to the Jewish people would have been the preaching of the gospel by Jesus 

Christ himself and continued by Paul and the other apostles.”75 

   Having stated his example, Paul diverts to a more important matter for the moment—

what if some [Jews] were unfaithful?  Will their unfaithfulness nullify God’s 

faithfulness? (vs. 3). In other words, is there any culpability with God for Israel’s overall 

lack of response (unfaithfulness) to the gospel as promised in the very words of God?   

 

• The faithfulness of God is basic.  Without that nothing makes sense.  We must, of 

course, bear in mind that “faithfulness” means faithfulness in keeping his 

promises to judge the wicked, as well as those to bless those who love him.  We 

should also remember that God in his faithfulness can use Israel’s unbelief to 

promote his purposes (cf. 11:11, 15).76 

 

 
73 Jesus Himself noted, “Salvation is from the Jews” (John 4:22).   

74 First of all (Romans 3:2) may indicate that Paul initially had additional specifics in mind but diverts to 

another core issue at stake or it may have the idea of chiefly, Paul picking this particular example because 

of “the continuity between the revelation given to Israel and the gospel of God’s Son” (James D.G. Dunn, 

op. cit., pg. 138).   

75 Kruse, op. cit., pg. 160.   

76 Morris, op. cit., pg. 155.  
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  Paul is quick to strongly deny such an implication—not at all! (vs. 4).77  Not only is 

God faithful when Israel was unfaithful, but in the bigger picture “he remains true even if 

every person should prove unreliable”78—let God be true, and every human being a 

liar (vs. 4, quoting Psalm 116:11).  Paul then backs up his premise with a LXX quote 

from David in Psalm 51:4, whereby David acknowledged Yahweh was just (trustworthy) 

in dealing with him as He did following his sin with Bathsheba—“so that You may be 

proved right when You speak and prevail when You judge” (vs. 4). 

   Paul now moves to another anticipated rejoinder (vv. 5-8).  It is similar in nature to the 

antinomian concern he will address in Romans 6:1, a concern stemming from his 

teaching that where sin increased, grace increased all the more (Romans 5:20), 

namely—if our unrighteousness brings out God’s righteousness more clearly, what 

shall we say?  That God is unjust in bringing His wrath on us? (vs. 5; see also vv. 7-

8). “If the main result of sin is to advance God’s purpose in some way, then it would 

seem that God is unjust when he punishes it.” 79  Again, this is unthinkable—certainly 

not! (vs. 6)—not only because it falsely impugns God’s character, but because it makes a 

mockery of a very well-known and attested truth among Jews and Christians that God 

judges all and sends some (both Jew and Gentile) to eternity in hell—if that were so, 

how could God judge the world? (vs. 6).   

   Before leaving this section, note Moo’s devotional application— 

 

• The problem Paul attacks in these verses is not confined to the people of God of 

his day. All too often we Christians have presumed that God’s grace to us 

exempts us from any concern about our sin.  Particularly is this a danger among 

Christians who share with me the belief that God sovereignly maintains the 

regenerate in their salvation till the end.  Too easily do we forget that God’s 

ultimate concern is for his own glory and not for our blessing; that his 

righteousness is beautifully displayed when he judges as well as when he saves.80  

 

 

 

 
77 God forbid (KJV); Certainly not! (NKJV); May it never be! (NASV); By no means! (ESV).   

78 Moo, op. cit., pg. 186.   

79 Morris, op. cit., pg. 158.  Morris goes not to note relative to Paul’s parenthesis (I am using a human 

argument [Romans 3:5]) that “God’s justice is so important for Paul that even to raise the hypothetical 

possibility of divine injustice requires an explanatory apology” (op. cit., pg. 159).   

80 Moo, op. cit., pp. 196-197.  
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ROMANS 3:9-20— 

   Returning to the main point that he began in Romans 1:18 that “unless there is 

something to be saved from, there is no point in preaching salvation (or in embracing 

it),”81 Paul again states—we have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles 

alike are all under the power of sin (vs. 9).  As already noted, there is indeed advantage 

to the Jews as God’s elect nation (Romans 3:1-2), but that advantage is not in terms of 

standing before God in judgment—do we82 have any advantage?  Not at all!  We have 

already made the charge… (vs. 9).  “Privileges or no privileges, Jews and Gentiles 

stand equally in need of his grace…[and] ‘What do we hold before us as a defense?’ 

(answer: ‘Nothing; we are all alike held fast by sin’).”83  Paul’s use of sin (vs. 9) clearly 

presents it as a “power which can and does dominate all humankind, giving rise (so it is 

implied) to the unrighteousness, all the pride, selfish ambition and disregard for the truth 

documented in chaps. 1 and 2.”84   Paul documents this general truth by quoting several 

psalms and a passage from Isaiah 59 (vv. 10-18), and again addresses a possible objection 

from the Jews that such verses apply only to Gentiles—now we know that whatever the 

law85 says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be 

silenced and the whole world held accountable to God (vs. 19).      

   He then concludes the section by stating—therefore no one will be declared 

righteous in God’s sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become 

conscious of our sin (vs. 20).  This is a core Pauline truth that will be developed later in 

the epistle, namely, that there is no hope to the human predicament outside the gospel and 

that one must never lean on the law beyond its intent (through the law we become 

conscious of our sin).  “This last proposition—that no flesh shall be justified in this 

way—is virtually an axiom with the Apostle: it is a first principle in all his spiritual 

 
81 Morris, op. cit., pg. 163.   

82 Commentators debate who Paul references with we; the statement likely means, “Does any human being 

(Jew or Gentile) have a particular advantage?”   

83 Bruce, F.F., Tyndale New Testament Commentaries—Romans—Revised Edition, William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1990 reprint, pg. 93.   

84 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 156.   

85 The law here references the entire Old Testament, as exemplified in the previously quoted texts from 

Psalms and Isaiah.   
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thinking, and hence everything must be true which can be deduced from it, and 

everything must take place which is required to support it.”86      

 

ROMANS 3:21-26— 

  In this section, Paul changes topics (but now [vs. 21]).  Having elaborated the plight of 

humankind (Romans 1:18-3:20), a plight that necessitates the wrath of God…being 

revealed from heaven against all the godlessness and wickedness of human beings 

(Romans 1:18), Paul begins to elaborate with regard to his previously noted sole solution 

that reverses this depressing plight—the gospel…[which is] the power of God that 

brings salvation to everyone who believes…[wherein] the righteousness of God is 

revealed—a righteousness that is by faith from first to last (Romans 1:16-17).  Martin 

Luther called this section of Romans “the chief point, and the very central place of the 

Epistle, and of the whole Bible.” 87   “After a section in which the need for [God’s] 

righteousness has been demonstrated in detail (1:18-3:20), Paul is now prepared to 

explain how the righteousness of God—his eschatological justifying activity—empowers 

the gospel to mediate salvation to sinful human beings.”88 

   Paul begins by again reiterating that the answer to attaining right standing before God 

(the gospel) is part of God’s longstanding redemptive plan—the righteousness of God 

has been made known,89 to which the Law and the Prophets testify (vs. 21; cf. 

Romans 1:2).  He has made it known apart from the law (vs. 21), that is, “God’s saving 

outreach is not determined by an individual’s being a Jew; it is not dependent upon his 

being within the religious space bounded by the law.”90   Instead, this righteousness91 is 

given through faith in Jesus Christ92 to all who believe (vs. 22; cf. Romans 10:12).    

 
86  Denney, James, The Expositor’s Greek Testament—St. Paul’s Epistle To The Romans, William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1979 reprint, pg. 608.   

87 Luther quoted in Moo, op. cit., pg. 218.   

88 Moo, op. cit., pg. 219.   

89 The tense of the Greek verb (perfect) references that the act of making known God’s provision in Christ 

is complete, but its affects are continuously ongoing and continuously available for acceptance.   

90 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 177.       

91 This righteousness again references God declaring one innocent in Christ.   

92 That is, through a personal, proper response directed toward Christ and His atoning work.   
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   Summarizing the plight that he had previously elaborated in detail, Paul notes why the 

need for the gospel—for all93 have sinned and fall short of the glory of God94 (vs. 

23)—but this time with a slightly different spin, emphasizing not the wrong human 

beings do but the good they miss in sinning.   

 

• Our sin causes us to lose the benefits of the glory of God.  When we sin, we think 

in terms of the punishment we should receive.  From God’s perspective, He thinks 

in terms of the dimensions of His glory which we have failed to enjoy.  It is not so 

much the bad we do as the good we are missing that occupies God’s thoughts.95  

 

   Sin, then, robs us from experiencing the Person of God and from being like Him in 

whose image we were created.   

   Having noted that this righteousness is given through faith in Jesus Christ to all 

who believe (vs. 22), Paul returns to this concept by noting—all are justified freely by 

His grace96 through the redemption97 that came by Christ Jesus (vs. 24).  Justified 

comes from the same Greek root as the noun translated righteousness, indicating that 

justification is the legal reality of being acquitted by God from one’s sins.98  Exactly why 

God presented Christ…through the shedding of His blood (vs. 25) to make this 

righteousness possible is debated in biblical scholarship.  Because the Greek word used to 

describe what Christ was presented as is used several ways in the LXX and the New 

Testament (hilasterion), the question is, “Was Christ presented as a propitiation (ESV; 

NKJV), as an expiation (RSV) or as a sacrifice of atonement (TNIV; NRSV)?”  In 

other words, is Paul emphasizing Christ’s sacrificial death was to appease divine wrath 

(propitiation); to remove human guilt (expiation); or to provide covering and 

forgiveness of sin…the counter-part to the Old Testament mercy seat (a sacrifice of 

 
93 “Jews may have the law and circumcision; Americans may lay claim to a great religious heritage; ‘good’ 

people may point to their works of charity; but all this makes no essential difference to one’s standing 

before the righteous and holy God” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 226).   

94 The glory of God defines who He is…His essence and all that represents. 

95 Pickerill, Donald, The Reign of Grace, unpublished manuscript, New Hope Christian College, Eugene, 

OR, 2003 edition, pp. 35-36.   

96 Or by His grace as a gift (NRSV). 

97 Redemption refers to liberation from slavery and harkens back to God’s release of Israel from Egypt.   

98 As Romans develops further, we see that this legal acquittal is intended to lead to moral transformation.  

“Justification is indeed basic for Paul, but it is not the whole of what God does for us in Christ, and ‘we 

cannot receive righteousness in Christ without at the same time laying hold on sanctification” (C.E.B. 

Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 95).   
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atonement)?99  It may be that Paul intended all three nuances be understood, with a 

contextual emphasis on appeasing the divine wrath with which he began (Romans 1:18).  

“The hilasterion which God has provided in Christ not only removes the ungodliness and 

wickedness, but at the same time averts the retribution which is the inevitable sequel to 

such attitudes and actions in a moral universe.”100   

   God (the clear Initiator in so presenting Christ) did this to demonstrate His justice, 

because in His forbearance He had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished 

(vs. 25).  In other words, because of Christ God can dole out the fullest implications of 

people rejecting His offer of righteousness in Christ (present and eschatological wrath), 

something He somewhat withheld against the Jews as a people group by not completely 

giving up on them as a covenant people and by occasionally relenting of His fullest 

intention to destroy them as His covenant nation (cf. Exodus 32:14; I Chronicles 21:15).   

 

ROMANS 3:27-31— 

   Paul’s final concern in chapter 3 actually starts a larger section (Romans 3:27-4:25) in 

which he elaborates “the nature and implications of faith as the sole means of 

justification…sola fide…[is] a hallmark of the Reformation—[for] ‘faith alone’ is the 

means by which a person can be brought into relationship with the God of the Bible.”101  

Resuming the diatribe, in these verses Paul notes three initial implications of sola fide. 

• Faith alone means boasting…is excluded (vv. 27-28).  By boasting, Paul means 

satisfaction in human effort and achievement as a means of salvation, with 

overtones of actually believing one is pleasing God with such achievement.  

“Some such pride is the besetting sin of all religious people, no matter what their 

religion.” 102   “Paul’s rejection of boasting is motivated…by the fact that it 

violates the divine glory and brings man into dependence on the [sinful 

nature].”103  

 
99  “Just where we stand today with respect to the interpretation of hilasterion in Rom 3:25a remains 

somewhat confusing and a bit difficult to spell out with precision” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 429).   

100 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 100.   

101 Moo, op. cit., pg. 243.   

102 Morris, op. cit., pg. 185. 

103 Bultmann quoted in Morris, loc. cit.   
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• Faith alone means God is the God of Jews…[and] Gentiles too, since there is 

only one God, who will justify the circumcised by faith and the 

uncircumcised through that same faith (vv. 29-30).   

• Faith alone means we uphold the law104 (vs. 31), that is, what Paul teaches is not 

inconsistent with the law, but rather allows us to gain insight into its truest intent 

(cf. Romans 7-8; Matthew 5:17-18). There is a place for the law (do we, then, 

nullify the law by this faith?  Not at all [vs. 31])…just not as the way of 

salvation.105 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
104 “Perhaps if Law were written with a capital letter, it would suggest the true meaning.  The Apostle 

speaks as from the consciousness of a Jewish objector: is all that we have ever called Law—the whole 

Jewish religion—…made void by faith?”  (James Denney, op. cit., pg. 614).   

105 Rather, we uphold the law “implies that, while people are justified without having to observe the law, 

nevertheless there is a sense in which the law is fulfilled in the lives of the justified who live according to 

the Spirit” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 199).   
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   Gary Matsdorf 

New Hope Christian College 

Romans & Galatians—NT323 

Handout #4 

 

ROMANS 4:1-8— 

   As a sort of commentary on Romans 3:27-31, Paul now turns to a major example in 

Jewish thought who, despite Judaism’s understanding,106 exemplifies the principle of sola 

fide—Abraham, the forefather of us Jews (vs. 1).  “Abraham provides a crucial test 

case, since he was characteristically understood within Judaism as the archetype of the 

devout Jew who demonstrated his faithfulness to the covenant by keeping the law and 

who thus was reckoned righteous.”107  Paul’s rhetorical question that harkens back to 

Romans 3:27-31—what then shall we say that Abraham…discovered in this matter? 

(vs. 1)—clearly implies the response, “Abraham discovered that he was justified by faith 

apart from observing the law (Romans 3:28)” and his but not before God (vs. 2) in 

terms of a possible boast by Abraham emphatically puts the entire argument of 

justification by works in the realm of impossibility, for “it is unthinkable that anyone, 

even Abraham, could have matter for boasting in God’s presence.”108  

   Because it is hugely important to Paul to “maintain the continuity between the gospel 

and his central faith,”109 he cites Genesis 15:6 as proof of the principle of sola fide in 

Abraham’s life—what does Scripture say? “Abraham believed God, and it was 

credited to him as righteousness” (vs. 3). Abraham did not perform some great 

meritorious work, but “simply received/trusted God” and was thereby declared in right 

standing before Him (cf. Romans 10:10).   

   Vv. 4-8 further develop how one being declared righteous excludes any appeal to 

works.  Firstly, Paul uses an analogous contrast—now to anyone who works, their 

wages are not credited to them as a gift, but as an obligation. However, to anyone 

 
106 If (Greek, ei) in Romans 4:2 is basically tantamount to because and is used by Paul to reflect not the 

truth but the rabbinic belief that in fact, Abraham was justified by works.    

107 Dunn, op. cit, pg. 196.  Says Moo, “The Jewish interpretation of Abraham stressed his works as the 

essence of his piety and the basis for his extraordinary, exemplary relationship to God” (Douglas Moo, op. 

cit., pg. 260). Note also Kruse, “What the apostle has to show is that, contrary to Jewish tradition, Abraham 

was justified by his faith and not because of his meritorious obedience” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pp. 201-202).   

108 Morris, op. cit., pg. 195.   

109 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 226. 
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who does not work but trusts God who justifies the ungodly, their faith is credited110 

as righteousness (vv. 4-5). What rightly happens in the work world (works… 

wages…obligation) is not what rightly happens with God (trusts…justifies the 

ungodly111…faith is credited).  God does not give out paychecks for justification.  

Justification cannot be earned; if it could Abraham would have earned it and he did not.  

“That God acts toward his creatures graciously—without compulsion or necessity—is 

one of Paul’s nonnegotiable theological axioms.”112  Secondly, Paul gives a “side glance” 

to David and a parallel truth he sees in Psalm 32:1-2 that supports his conclusion—

“blessed are those whose transgressions are forgiven, whose sins are covered.  

Blessed are those whose sin the Lord will never count113 against them” (vv. 7-8).  To 

not have sins counted against you is the same as having righteousness credited to you; 

“they are two sides of the same coin.”114  The link in Paul’s understanding is clearly 

between faith and crediting, not works and crediting. 

 

ROMANS 4:9-12— 

   Paul now swings the argument back to his key text (Genesis 15:6)—we have been 

saying that Abraham’s faith was credited to him as righteousness (vs. 9).   What he 

must now establish is the place of circumcision in the event of Abraham being credited as 

righteous, 115  because, in as much as how Abraham was credited as righteous is 

paradigmatic, much is at stake—is this blessedness only for the circumcised, or also 

for the uncircumcised116 (vs. 1)?  Paul’s argument is simple and straightforward.  If one 

will follow the simple chronology of Genesis—under what circumstances was it 

credited?  Was it after he was circumcised, or before? (vs. 10)—they will clearly 

discover that it was not after, but before! (vs. 10); Abraham’s faith…credited to him 

as righteousness (vs. 9) was at least fourteen years before and perhaps as long as twenty-

 
110 Accounted for (NKJV); reckoned as (RSV).   

111 Ungodly references one who refuses to worship, clearly showing that godliness is not an antecedent to 

justification.   

112 Moo, op. cit., pg. 263.  

113 Count translates the same Greek verb (logizomai) translated credited in Romans 4:3.   

114 Morris, op. cit., pg. 199.   

115 See above as to why Paul must yet again wrestle with the circumcision issue, even as the apostles did in 

Acts 15.   

116 Circumcised and uncircumcised are again euphemisms for people groups.   
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nine years before he was circumcised.  What this means is that circumcision was never 

intended to be the means to being credited as righteous that it had become in Judaism, but 

rather it was a sign, a seal of the righteousness that he had by faith while he was still 

uncircumcised (vs. 11).117  Circumcision attests…it does not create.  

 

• Circumcision, therefore, has no independent value. It cannot effect one’s entrance 

into the people of God; nor does it even ‘mark’ a person as belonging to God’s 

people apart from a prior justifying act…Jews who follow their biblical paradigm 

will place the proper value on their circumcision: as a mark of a relationship they 

enjoy with the Lord through their faith rather than as a visa that will 

automatically insure their entrance into heaven.118   

 

   Paul also notes there is a divine purpose behind circumcision not being the means by 

which Abraham was credited as righteous—the purpose was to make him the father of 

all who believe without being circumcised…[even as he is] the father of the 

circumcised who…also follow the example of the faith (vv. 11-12 [RSV]). If 

Abraham’s justification were in any way the result of his being circumcised, then he 

(whose life is to be universally emulated) could not be the father of all believers. 

 

ROMANS 4:13-17— 

   Paul continues his exposition of sola fide by now referencing the fact that Abraham… 

received the promise 119  that he would be heir of the world…through the 

righteousness that comes by faith (vs. 13)…contra the Jewish belief that it came 

through the law (vs. 13, i.e., by doing/keeping the demands of the Mosaic law).  This is 

important to his argument because if the Jewish belief were correct, then one could 

participate in the promise only by taking on “the yoke of the Torah.”  “Paul is still 

rushing on…just as Abraham’s acceptance by faith was independent of circumcision, so 

 
117  It is never biblically explained why God chose this particular seal.  Pickerill’s explanation merits 

consideration.  “Why did God circumcise the male reproductive organ?  It was to show that at the center of 

man’s life, his organ of reproduction of life, he is indeed dead.  By actually removing a part of the male 

reproductive organ God showed man that he must cut off attempts to reproduce life, for without God man 

cannot do so.  We may think we can do it, but God says to cut it off!” (Don Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 45).  

118 Moo, op. cit., pp. 269, 271.     

119 The promise references Genesis 12:3, “All peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (see also 

Genesis 18:18) which the New Testament understands to mean, “Blessing comes to humankind through the 

gospel and all believers have a part in spreading that message.”     
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it was independent of the Mosaic law,”120 which he notes in Galatians 3:17 was not even 

introduced for 430 years.    

   Further elaborating on who are heirs of this promise, Paul notes that if the promise goes 

to legalists, to those who “rely on the law to be the heirs”121 (again, as the Jews assumed 

regarding Abraham), then faith means nothing and the promise is worthless (vs. 14).  

Why?  Precisely because “if it is the case that the inheritance is to be based on adherence 

to the law, then there will be no heirs, because no fallen human being can adequately 

adhere to the law—and that means that faith is exercised in vain and the promise will 

never be fulfilled.”122   

   Regarding the law that was seen as virtually salvific among the Jews and the means 

whereby one secured the promise, Paul notes that in reality the exact opposite is true—

the law brings wrath (vs. 15).  Far from saving and propelling us into receiving the 

promise, “law inevitably implies penalties for failure to keep it”123 and further serves to 

seal the condemnation of those under it—where there is no law there is no 

transgression (vs. 15).  “By stating clearly, and in great detail, exactly what God requires 

of people, the law renders people even more accountable to God than they were without 

the law.”124   

   Paul concludes this section with the positive summarizing statement that the promise 

comes by faith, so that it may be by grace 125  and may be guaranteed to all 

Abraham’s offspring126 and reminds us again that to those who have the faith of 

Abraham…he is [their] father in the sight of God (vv. 16-17).  He also mentions that 

the God behind the promise…by faith…by grace is the God who gives life to the dead 

and calls into being things that were not (vs. 17), reminding us of our total dependence 

on Him, even as justification by grace through faith exhibits our total dependence.     

     

 
120 Morris, op. cit., pg. 205.   

121 Morris, op. cit., pg. 206.     

122 Calvin quoted in Moo, op. cit., pg. 275. 

123 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 111.  “Those who rely solely upon their ethnicity and their observance of the law to 

qualify them for a share in the inheritance are sadly mistaken” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 214).   

124 Moo, op. cit., pg. 277. 

125 Grace on God’s part correlates to faith on people’s.   

126 “This is the Divine purpose in instituting the spiritual order of grace and faith: it is the only one 

consistent with universalism in religion” (James Denney, op. cit., pg. 619).   



 26 

ROMANS 4:18-25— 

   Paul’s concluding paragraph continues in the same basic vein 1) by developing 

important historical aspects in which Abraham received the promise by faith (tying it into 

hope and noting that being fully persuaded that God had power to do what He had 

promised…is why “it was credited to him as righteousness” [vv. 21-22]) and 2) by 

making application of Abraham to the readers of Romans—God will credit 

righteousness [also to] us who believe in Him who raised Jesus our Lord from the 

dead (vs. 24).   

   The historical setting in which Abraham received and embraced the promise that his 

offspring (none of whom had yet been born) would be multitudinous (Genesis 15:5) was 

that of fac[ing] the fact that his body was as good as dead127—since he was about a 

hundred years old—and…Sarah’s womb was also dead (vs. 19). This called for him 

to in hope believe…against all hope (vs. 18), that is, to cling to God’s clear spoken 

promise in the midst of an obviously different reality at the human level.  There was no 

denying of reality, but neither would reality be the last word in that God’s Word 

countered it.128  His clinging to this promise strengthened…his faith and resulted in his 

giving glory to God (vs. 20).129  “The strength of his faith was precisely his recognition 

that there was nothing in him which could make the fulfillment of the promise possible, 

his recognition, that is to say, that he had to rely wholly and solely on God who alone can 

give life to that which is dead, who alone can make something out of nothing.”130  “God 

took a weak Abraham and put strength into him.”131 

   Knowledge of the full Genesis account shows that Paul’s statements without 

weakening in his faith…[and] he did not waver through unbelief regarding the 

promise of God (vs. 19-20) do not mean Abraham had no struggles.  He had momentary 

hesitations “but he avoided a deep-seated and permanent attitude of distrust and 

 
127 As good as dead for procreation.   

128 “We note here that Abraham’s faith is not described as a ‘leap into the dark,’ a completely baseless, 

almost irrational ‘decision’—as Christian faith is pictured by some ‘existentialist’ theologians—but as a 

‘leap’ from the evidence of his senses into the security of God’s word and promise” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., 

pp. 282-283).  Note also that his faith was strengthened amidst adversity.   

129 To give glory to God is to ascribe to Him that which He rightly deserves; here Abraham stands in direct 

contrast to those in Romans 1:21 who although they knew God, they neither glorified Him as God nor 

gave thanks to Him.   

130 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 238.   

131 Morris, op. cit., pg. 212. 
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inconsistency in relationship to God and his promises…unlike the ‘double-souled’ person 

who displays a deeply rooted division in his attitude toward God (Jas. 1:6-8)”132    

   Again, all of this is why “it was credited to him as righteousness” (vs. 22).   

   As noted above, vv. 23-25 make universal application of the truth of sola fide as 

modeled in Abraham—the words “it was credited to him” were written not for him 

alone, but also for us, to whom God will [also] credit righteousness (vv. 23-24).  To 

Paul, this is the self-evident implication of the paradigmatic Genesis 15:6.  “It is the 

paradigm of Abraham’s faith as just expounded which Paul now seeks to impress upon 

his readers—Abraham’s faith as the archetype of Christian belief in (relation to) 

Jesus.”133   Paul’s note that God raised Jesus our Lord from the dead (vs. 24) not only 

ties the truth of vs. 17—God gives life to the dead—with the state of Sarah’s womb at 

the time of the promise—Sarah’s womb was dead (vs. 19)—but also ties Jesus in as a 

descendant of the fruit of her “resurrected” womb.  “What gave unique and absolute 

significance to Abraham’s begetting, and Sarah’s bearing, of Isaac was the fact that it was 

of this child that Christ Himself was eventually to be a descendant according to His 

humanity.”134 

  Paul’s closing sentence—He was delivered over to death for our sins and was raised 

to life for our justification (vs. 25)135—reminds us that whereas Abraham’s faith unto 

justification was in a somewhat “nebulous promise,” our justification is the result of faith 

in a very clear reality.  “Christ was ‘delivered up’ to atone for his people’s sins and raised 

to guarantee their justification.”136 

    

 
132 Moo, op. cit., pp. 284-285.  “Paul preferred to highlight only Abraham’s more thoughtful and settled 

response to God and God’s promise, which he evidently felt characterized Abraham’s life much more than 

his initial response (in Genesis 17)” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 520).   

133 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 239.   Note also Moo’s observation of Paul’s argument in Romans 3-4.  “Christians 

share with Abraham the same basis for justification—faith—and the same God as the object of that 

faith…a faith that is apart from works, apart from circumcision, apart from the law, apart from sight—and 

therefore a ‘reckoning’ that is solely a matter of grace” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 287).   

134 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 251. 

135 Paul’s language in this verse is based on the LXX version of Isaiah 53 with its Suffering Servant 

implications.   

136 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 113.  In reflecting on the biblical theology of Romans 4, Longenecker notes three 

important matters in the chapter—“Paul’s understanding of the ‘continuity and development in the course 

of God’s program of redemption’…the vitally important subject of righteousness as a ‘gift of God’…and 

the more developed nuances that this passage reveals with respect to Paul’s understanding of ‘faith’” 

(Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 524).   
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ROMANS 5:1-11137— 

   Therefore, since we have been justified through faith (vs. 1) indicates that Paul is 

now moving on to some results of what he has been teaching from Romans 1:18-4:25, 

especially results of justification.138  “Having set out God’s way of justifying sinners, and 

established it on scriptural basis, Paul now lists the blessings which accrue to those 

whose faith has been counted to them as righteousness.” 139   He also expounds on 

important aspects of Christ’s death, doing so from more of a confessional style than the 

polemical style (diatribe) he has been using.   

   The first result is we have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ (vs. 1).  

This peace is positional, that is, justification moves one from being a recipient of God’s 

wrath to being His friend.  “The thought is that—in the case of the divine justification of 

sinners—justification necessarily involves reconciliation…so God’s justification of 

sinners of necessity involves also their reconciliation, the removal of enmity, the 

establishment of peace…they now live as God’s friends.” 140    With this peace and 

reconciliation come access141 by faith into this grace in which we now stand (vs. 2), 

that is, we participate in the fullness of His kingdom life.   Paul then exults or expresses 

confidence in the “happy certainty” (Phillips) or “confident expectation” (Cranfield) he 

has in the God on whom we are totally dependent and to whom we trust our future—and 

we boast142 in the hope of the glory of God (vs. 2).143     

 
137 “This begins a long section (5:1-8:39).  Paul spells out the blessings of salvation enjoyed by those whom 

God justifies.  They have peace with God and rejoice in hope of sharing his glory.  They are able to rejoice 

in suffering knowing that God uses even this to develop character…the section concludes with a great 

emotive climax celebrating the love of God in Christ for all believers” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 224).    

138 “While mindful of the danger of oversystematizing and of erecting barriers between sections so that the 

continuity of Paul’s argument is lost, Paul is arguing, and arguing theologically; therefore, it is quite 

appropriate to look for transitions in that argument. While we must not draw too heavy a line between 

chaps. 4 and 5, the progress of Paul’s argument reveals a transition in topic at this point” (Douglas Moo, 

op. cit., pg. 291).   

139 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 113.   

140 Cranfield, op. cit., pp. 256-257.   

141 The Greek word (prosagoge) references the privilege of approaching a person of royalty.     

142 Or rejoice (RSV; ESV).   

143 The hope we have of sharing God’s glory (TEV), of sharing “God-like-ness.”   
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   Paul next expands this concept of dependence on and trust in God and what life with 

Him entails by noting—not only so, but we also glory in our sufferings (vs. 3). 

Sufferings reference any distress from outward or inward circumstances or turmoil; any 

frustration or evil that characterizes this age.  Not only so…but also makes a level 

playing field of rejoicing in the glory of God and sufferings.  “For Paul such suffering is 

not an antithesis to the believers’ experience of acceptance by God, rather its 

complement; such suffering does not contradict or prevent their standing in the grace of 

God, but rather is the condition in which that grace is experienced in its greatest 

strength.”144  But this perspective does not come in a vacuum; there is a reason for it 

(because we know) and if one bypasses understanding that reason, they will be left “raw 

by life with God” and feel God is back to being their enemy.  

   The understanding that one must have is that sufferings are part of the process of 

spiritual maturity, of being conformed to the image of His Son (Romans 8:29).  It is 

through the Spirit working in believers in the midst of difficulties/stresses that sufferings 

produce perseverance (steadfastness; spiritual fortitude); perseverance [produces] 

character (documented Christ-like substance in one’s life); and character [produces 

strengthened] hope (vv. 3-4). “As Calvin points out, tribulation ‘provokes a great part of 

mankind to murmur against God, and even to curse Him’.  But Paul is here thinking of 

what it achieves, when it is met by faith in God which receives it as God’s fatherly 

discipline.”145  “The whole process produces hope because for Paul it is itself the process 

of salvation, the process whereby God recreates humanity in his own image.”146 

   In keeping with such Old Testament passages as Psalm 22:6—in You they trusted and 

were not disappointed—and Psalm 25:3—no one who hopes in You will ever be put 

to shame—Paul continues with the major thought of hope by noting that Christian hope 

does not put us to shame147 (vs. 5).  Christian hope is not illusory; it does what it 

promises, including guaranteeing that our current justification will “hold” on the Day of 

Judgment and that we are being changed into God-like-ness (cf. vs. 2).  This confidence 

(this motivation) is grounded in the fact that God’s love [for us] has been poured out 

 
144 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 264.  

145 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 261.  

146 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 265.   

147 Or does not disappoint us (NRSV; NIV).   
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into our hearts148 through the Holy Spirit,149 who has been given to us (vs. 5).  It is 

hugely important to note that in addition to the assurance Scripture gives us into the 

surety of our salvation, Paul adds this important inner, subjective witness.  We must 

embrace God’s love for us conveyed to our senses by the Holy Spirit if we are going to 

be fully sustained by hope. 

   Vv. 6-8 further develop the nature of God’s love for us (you see; for [NRSV; ESV]; 

seeing that [Cranfield]).  It is not a matter of “God helps those that help themselves” but 

rather—when we were still powerless,150 Christ died for the ungodly…[that is] God 

demonstrates His own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for 

us (vv. 6, 8).151  God’s love is shown in Jesus’ death and “reflection on the significance 

of Jesus’ death should confirm the testimony of [our] own hearts, since it is the same love 

at work in both cases.”152   Furthermore, Christ’s death for the ungodly…sinners was 

not only unexpected, but it has virtually no human parallel, our giving of ourselves for 

another human being limited only to someone close to us or someone who deserves 

it153—very rarely will anyone die for a righteous person, though for a good person 

someone might possibly dare to die (vs. 7).154    

   Vv. 9-11 are what is known as a “causal sequence” (introduced by Greek ouv), whereby 

Paul restates and expands implications of our hope introduced in vv. 1-8, using the 

argument style of “from the greater to the lesser”—since we have now been justified by 

His blood,155 how much more shall we be saved from God’s wrath156 through Him!  

 
148 Or has flooded our hearts. 

149 “The Spirit is the hidden channel through which the flood of divine love sustains its flow” (James D.G. 

Dunn, op. cit., pg. 266).   

150 That is, lacking any capacity to solve the matter of enmity between us and God that made us subject to 

His wrath.   

151 At just the right time (Romans 5:6) is either a reference to Galatians 4:4 (when the set time had fully 

come) or it means something like, “At the time of greatest need, when nothing but his death would help” 

(F.F. Bruce, op. cit., pg. 117).   

152 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 266.   

153 This is to be taken as a general maxim.   

154  The TNIV (and most major English translations) sees these two clauses as concessive, with the 

distinction between a righteous person and a good person likely being “a good person would be one for 

whom we have a strong personal attachment and for whom, therefore, we would be more willing to die” 

(James D.G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 308).     

155 Justifying and reconciling sinners would be seen as the greater of the two difficulties.   

156  God’s wrath here is His eschatological wrath, and shall we be saved here references our final 

deliverance from that wrath.     
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For if,157 while we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to Him through the 

death of His Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved 

through His life! (vv. 9-10).  Vs. 11 closes the section with a summation, emphasizing 

that we boast not only in the hope of the glory of God (vs. 2) and in our sufferings (vs. 

3), but we also boast in God158 through our Lord Jesus Christ (vs. 11).  “The sensitive 

reader would catch the implication that the sentence completes the sequence of argument 

begun in chap. 2 with the indictment of Jewish pride…the crucial difference is that Paul 

now describes it as boasting ‘through our Lord Jesus Christ’—not a boasting in the 

law.”159   

 

ROMANS 5:12-21— 

   Often referred to as “the history of humanity as a drama in two parts,” Paul begins a 

new section here that is a conclusion (therefore [vs. 1]) of either Romans 5:1-11; 

Romans 5:11; or Romans 1:18-5:11.  Scholars differ in their analyses.  “Paul is linking 

this new section to the preceding (however delineated).  It is because of the reconciliation 

Christ has brought about that the evil Adam introduced into the world has been 

overcome, and more than overcome (cf. v. 20).”160    

   There are several difficulties in this section, including the fact that Paul’s thought 

begun in vs. 12 is interrupted until vs. 18.161  What is clear, however, is that Paul is 

giving “the universal foundational story of sin, death, and human depravity, which have 

been countered by God’s grace as expressed through the ‘obedience’ and ‘righteousness’ 

of Jesus Christ.”162 

   Paul begins by taking us back to Genesis 3, noting how sin and the resultant death came 

to be part of God’s originally “very good” creation—sin163 entered the world through 

 
157 If (Greek ei) is again tantamount to because, introducing a premise Paul deems undeniably clear—we 

were God’s enemies at the time of our reconciliation.   

158 Or we rejoice in God (ESV).   

159 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 269.   

160 Morris, op. cit., pg. 228.  Kruse sees Paul’s therefore functioning “uncharacteristically, as a transitional 

phrase” rather than in its normative function “to bring out the implications of something he has just said” 

(Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 240).   

161 Note the parenthesis of Romans 5:13-17 in NKJV.   

162 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 582.   

163 “Paul personifies ‘sin’ as a malevolent force that both is hostile to God and alienates human beings from 

God” (Richard Longenecker, ibid., pg. 586).   
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one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all people (vs. 12).  

Though not named until vs. 14, one man is clearly Adam (whose name means, 

“Humanity”).164  Sin entered the world is Paul’s way of saying that sin existed before 

Adam, but “Adam’s one sinful act released into the world a new baleful power, called 

sin.”165  The fact that death [entered the world] through sin refers to both physical and 

spiritual death and indicates that death used sin as its entry point, with the result that 

death came to all people.  Again, Kruse, “Paul is not thinking of the result of sin in 

respect to Adam only, but of the power of death unleashed into the world as a result of 

his sin, a power that afflicts all people.”166 

   Paul’s causal clause at the end of vs. 12—because167 all sinned168—has been a point of 

great debate throughout Church history.  Does it mean that “all sinned in and with 

Adam”;169 that Adam “corrupted, vitiated, depraved, and ruined our nature…we have, 

therefore, all sinned, because we are all imbued with natural corruption”;170 or that “we 

all follow Adam’s example, but our sin is our own.”171  Of these, the first is likely the 

best explanation, based among other factors on the tense of the Greek verb translated 

sinned.172  Note, however, Moo’s observation.  “Why do people so consistently turn from 

good to evil of all kinds?  Paul affirms in this passage that human solidarity in the sin of 

Adam is the explanation—and whether we explain this solidarity in terms of sinning in 

 
164 Although Paul’s reference is to the male person Adam, he is “using the figure of Adam more as a 

universal personage in a manner that Gentiles could readily identify with…he is presenting his own version 

of Gen 3 in a universalistic manner” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pp. 583-584).   

165 Kruse, op. cit., pg. 241.   

166 Ibid.  “Modern scholars have usually not attempted to explicate much further Paul’s articular use of the 

death in 5:12. Reformation commentators, however, frequently spoke of ‘the death’ that resulted…as 

inherited depravity, which became the basis for every person’s sins and personal guilt” (Richard 

Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 587).   

167 Or on the basis of which or with the result that.   

168 Or have sinned (NRSV).   

169 This is the doctrine of Federal Headship or Human Solidarity, from which comes the doctrine of original 

sin.  “Paul believed in ‘original sin’ in the sense that Adam’s sin constituted all people sinners…the entire 

race is one with Adam, and his sin and death is the sin and death of the entire race…[because] in Adam, all 

sinned…people are not sinners merely because they do sinful acts; they are sinners in Adam” (George 

Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament—Revised Edition, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

Grand Rapids, MI, 2000 reprint, pg. 443.  “For Paul, Adam…was a corporate figure, whose sin could be 

regarded at the same time as the sin of all his descendants” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 328).   

170 Calvin quoted in Morris, op. cit., pg. 231.  

171 Morris, loc. cit.   

172 “The constative use of the third-person aorist indicative verb (‘have sinned’) signals the actual sins of 

individual people throughout the course of human history” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 590).     
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and with Adam or because of a corrupt nature inherited from him does not matter at this 

point.”173 

   As noted, Paul now abandons his sentence until vs. 18, bringing in first the matter of 

the Mosaic law—to be sure, sin was in the world before the law was given (vs. 13)—

so as “to assert the truly universal character of sin’s and death’s dominance: sin and death 

exercise their power independently of the law—that is, over the whole world of 

humankind without distinction of Jew and Gentile.”174   He then emphasizes sin as power 

rather than act, “that force which functions as the antecedent to particular acts of sin, that 

[universal] power which man experiences influencing his desires and choices,” 175 

whether one has a clear commandment like Adam to violate or not—sin is not charged 

against anyone’s account where there is no law.  Nevertheless, death reigned from 

the time of Adam to the time of Moses, even over those who did not sin by breaking 

a command, as did Adam, who is a pattern of the One to come176 (vv. 13-14). 

   Paul’s concluding statement in vs. 14—Adam…is a pattern of the One to come—

prompts a comparison of both as epochal figures with radically different decisive acts 

(vv. 15-17).  These verses, therefore, serve as a sort of segue to Paul completing the 

thought of vs. 12 in vv. 18ff.   In so doing, he picks up the how much more motif of 

Romans 5:9-10. 

   The first contrast is between the gift and the trespass (clearly…the one man’s sin [vv. 

15-16]).  The trespass of the one man caused the many to die, whereas God’s grace 

and the gift that came by the grace of the one Man, Jesus Christ…overflow to the 

many…[bringing] eternal life! (vv. 15, 21).177  The second contrast notes the gracious 

nature of the gift of God—the judgment followed one sin…but the gift followed many 

trespasses (vs. 16, emphases mine). Far from causing God to withdraw, the 

 
173 Moo, op. cit., pg. 329.  Notes Kruse, “There is now a tendency among a number of scholars…to identify 

a primary and a secondary cause for human beings becoming subject to death.  The primary cause is 

Adam’s disobedience…and the secondary cause is the sin of disobedience of all human beings, who 

likewise bring death upon themselves” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 242).  See Longenecker, op. cit., pp. 575ff 

for the latest arguments on the complexities of Romans 5:12-21 among New Testament scholars.   

174 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 291.   

175 Ibid.   

176 Some scholars think the One to come may have been a familiar messianic title.   

177 “Adam did his descendants a grievous wrong, but Christ gave his people an abundant gift.  He not only 

reversed the effects of Adam’s sin, but brought an abundance of positive blessings: he brought a whole new 

life” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pp. 235-236).   
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multitudinous trespasses occasioned God’s provision. “That one single misdeed should 

be answered by judgment, this is perfectly understandable: that the accumulated sins and 

guilt of all the ages should be answered by God’s free gift, this is the miracle of miracles, 

utterly beyond human comprehension.”178  The third contrast, similar to the first, notes 

that the judgment followed one sin and brought condemnation, 179  but the gift 

…brought justification (vs. 16).      

   Vs. 17 then summarizes the two epochs, noting yet another contrast—death reigned 

through that one man…[but] those who receive God’s abundant provision of grace 

and the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one Man, Jesus Christ!180   

Reigned translates a Greek verbal tense that has the idea of “began to reign.”181  “Though 

the sentence of death was not pronounced at any moment in time, yet, like the sword of 

Damocles, it is suspended over our heads at every moment.” 182   Reign in life 183 

references both current and eschatological experiencing of God’s life.  “Without denying 

that [the eschatological future referenced] is involved, and may even be the primary 

emphasis, it may be that this ‘reigning in life’ begins with the reception of the gift of 

righteousness.”184  

   As noted, vs. 18 picks up and rounds off the comparison and contrast between Christ 

and Adam (consequently)185 that Paul left incomplete in vs. 12.  Of key theological 

importance is Paul’s one trespass resulted in condemnation for all people, so also one 

righteous act resulted in justification and life for all (vs. 18).  Is Paul teaching 

“universal justification for all people” 186  even as condemnation is universal?   Note 

Moo— 

 

 
178 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 338.   

179 Condemnation denotes punishment, especially eschatological punishment.   

180 Please note that this must be received whereas death is inherited.  “The new age is characterized not by 

the rule of a fate one cannot escape (like death) but by the willing reception of a grace freely offered… 

death can only be outwitted for those who yield again their submission as creatures to the creator, in 

dependence on whom alone life can be sustained despite death” (James D.G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 295). 

181 This is technically known as “ingressive aorist.” 

182 Barth quoted in Morris, op. cit., pg. 237.   

183 Or exercise dominion in life [NRSV].   

184 Moo, op. cit., pg. 340.   

185 Therefore (NRSV).   

186 This teaches that “some people are justified by faith in this life, but those who do not accept the offer of 

God in this life are nevertheless assured of being justified at the judgment” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 

342).   
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• Such universalistic thinking is, naturally, very appealing—who likes the idea that 

many people will be consigned to the eternal punishment of hell?  But if, as seems 

clear, many texts plainly teach the reality of such punishment for those who do 

not embrace Christ by faith in this life…[then] those who advocate such a 

viewpoint are guilty of picking and choosing their evidence…[we must therefore 

remember] the point for which Paul is arguing in this passage.  This point is that 

there can be an assurance of justification and life, on one side, that is just as 

strong and certain as the assurance of condemnation on the other.  Paul wants to 

show, not how Christ has made available righteousness and life for all, but how 

Christ has secured the benefits of that righteousness for all who belong to Him.187 

 

      Paul’s introduction of the law (vs. 20) at first seems unexpected, until we remember 

that he is both summarizing key concepts he has taught (and the law has been a topic of 

importance) and segueing to a complex contrast of law and grace.  By way of summation, 

Paul notes that the law was brought in so that the trespass might increase ([vs. 20]; cf. 

Romans 3:20), that is, the law clarifies sin for humankind, but it is not able to alter the 

human state; as a matter of fact, we will see in Romans 7 that the law actually 

antagonizes sin (cf. the power of sin is the law [1 Corinthians 15:56]).  By way of a 

segue to what will become a lengthy discussion of law and grace in Romans 6-8, Paul 

states that where sin increased,188 grace increased all the more,189 so that, just as sin 

reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring eternal 

life through Jesus Christ our Lord (vv. 20-21).  Because of Christ’s death and 

resurrection, grace overwhelms the effects of sin.  “Grace is so much more effective than 

evil”190…or put more crudely, “You cannot out sin the grace of God.”  And the purpose 

of grace increasing all the more?  So that…grace might reign…to bring eternal life 

(vs. 21).  “Grace triumphs when God imputes righteousness and this leads to eternal life, 

the end or aim of it all.”191  

 

    

 
187 Moo, op. cit., pp. 342-343.  “The universalism of God’s grace…has to do with what God has provided 

on behalf of all people.  It does not, however…assure inevitability, but rather speaks of what God has 

graciously provided, to which people need to respond positively” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 601).   

188 “It increased in the sense that actions that had always been sinful were now clearly defined by the law as 

such” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 253).   

189 Paul is deliberately superlative here (cf. grace abounded all the more [NRSV]).  Sin didn’t, and 

doesn’t, have a chance in competition with the aggressive forgiveness we call grace (The Message).   

190 Morris, op. cit., pg. 242.   

191 Ibid.  See also note #163 above.   
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ROMANS 6:1-14— 

   “Paul is here concerned to insist that justification has inescapable moral implications, 

that our righteous status before God involves an absolute obligation to seek righteousness 

of life, that to imagine that we can ‘receive righteousness in Christ without at the same 

time laying hold on sanctification’ is a profane absurdity.”192  The entire section has to do 

with subduing the power of sin, of living out the promise of vs. 14—sin shall no longer 

be your master,193 because you are not under the law, but under grace. 

   The exposition arises in “reply to the preposterous argument”194 shall we go on sinning 

so that grace may increase? (vs. 1; cf. Romans 3:8).  Paul himself postulates this 

question being asked—what shall we say then? (vs. 1)—based on what he knows could 

be a false inference of Romans 5:20—where sin increased, grace increased all the 

more.  In effect, it is saying that sin is good for the gospel, so why not continue with sin 

as a life-style so as to give grace an opportunity to shine?!  “I like committing crimes.  

God likes forgiving them.  Really the world is admirably arranged.”195 

   The basis of Paul’s response that strongly rejects this inference—by no means! (vs. 

2)196—is that there has been a positional change, a realm transfer if you would—we are 

those who have died to sin (vs. 2).  “He is referring to the death to sin that marks the 

 
192 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 295. 

193 Or sin will have no dominion over you (NRSV).   

194 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 128.  “What was their criticism?  It was not just that Paul’s gospel of justification by 

grace through faith without works seemed to make the doing of good works otiose.  Worse than that, it 

seemed to stimulate people to sin more than ever” (John R.W. Stott, The Message of Romans—The Bible 

Speaks Today Commentary Series, IVP Academic, Downers Grove, IL, 1994, pp.166-167).   

195 W. H. Auden quoted in Moo, op. cit., pg. 356. Though perhaps “preposterous,” such an accusation 

against Paul’s teaching has merit.  “The true preaching of the gospel of salvation by grace alone always 

leads to the possibility of this charge being brought against it.  There is no better test as to whether a man is 

really preaching the New Testament gospel of salvation than this, that some people might misunderstand it 

and misinterpret it to mean that it really amounts to this, that because you are saved by grace alone it does 

not matter at all what you do; you can go on sinning as much as you like because it will redound all the 

more to the glory of grace.  That is a very good test of gospel preaching.  If my preaching and presentation 

of the gospel of salvation does not expose it to that misunderstanding, then it is not the gospel” (D. Martyn 

Lloyd-Jones, Romans: The New Man—Exposition of Chapter 6, Zondervan Publishing House, Grand 

Rapids, MI, 1973, pg. 8). 
196 Or God forbid (KJV).   
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beginning of the characteristic Christian life,”197 a positional separation from the ruling 

power of sin198 that must then become actualized by each individual—do not let sin 

reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires (vs. 12).199  This realm 

transfer makes drawing one’s life from the old realm totally out of sync with who we now 

are—how can we live in it any longer? (vs. 2).200  “How can you who identified with 

Christ live as though Christ never died, as though sin…[was] still [a] dominating factor 

for present life?”201 

   As noted, Paul will spend several verses unpacking the practical implications of this 

death to sin and how one comes to the point of sin not dominating.  He will do so against 

the backdrop of coming out from under the law and living under grace, both of which 

occupy Romans 6-8.  Though Paul has wrestled with why the need for justification 

(Romans 1:18-4:25), let’s further examine some of the effects of Adam’s action and give 

a more complete definition of the sin with which we wrestle (Romans 5:21).   

  By way of review, “Paul believed in ‘original sin’ in the sense that Adam’s sin 

constituted all people sinners.”202  He sees humankind made up of two broad categories 

of people—sinners and those made righteous (Romans 5:19—just as through the 

disobedience of the one man the many were made sinners, so also through the 

obedience of the one Man the many will be made righteous).  Paul here is referencing 

one’s legal standing before God—do you belong legally to Adam or to Christ?    

• When we ask who belongs to, or is “in,” Adam and Christ, respectively, Paul 

makes his answer clear: every person, without exception, is “in Adam” (cf. 

Romans 5:12D-14); but only those who “receive the gift” (vs. 17; “those who 

believe,” according to Rom. 1:16-5:11) are “in Christ”…people were really 

“made” sinners through Adam’s act of disobedience just as they are really “made 

righteous” through Christ’s obedience.203  

 

 
197 Morris, op. cit., pg. 247.   

198 Paul notes that this separation happened at our conversion-baptism (Romans 6:3-4).   

199 Comparing Romans 6:12 with Romans 6:14 shows that the imperative springs from the established 

indicative.  The imperative does not establish the indicative.  “In 6:12-13 Paul spells out in detail how [not 

letting sin reign] is to express itself in practical terms…vs. 12 makes it clear that believers’ death to sin 

does not mean that they are immune to temptation or incapable of falling into sin.  It means that sin’s 

tyranny has been broken so they are free to choose not to sin, but they must continue to choose not to do 

so” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pp. 267-268).   

200 Or how can we draw our life from the realm of sin anymore?  

201 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 327. 

202 Ladd, op. cit., pg. 443. 

203 Moo, op. cit., pp. 343, 345. 
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• The presupposition of the whole chain of reason in Romans 5:12-21 lies in the 

inclusion in the supra-individual situation of sin and death represented by Adam. 

Here again the basic structures of the Pauline theology are not individualizing, 

but redemptive-historical and corporate.  It is a matter of two different modes of 

existence, that of the old and that of the new man, which are determined by two 

different aeons, and concerning which an all-embracing decision has been made 

in Adam and in Christ.204 

 

   The matter of through the disobedience of the one man the many were made 

sinners (Romans 5:19) harkens back to the Fall (Genesis 3).  There were many effects of 

the Fall, the first major effect being alienation from God.  It is a key element in what 

Yahweh meant when He said to Adam, “You must not eat from the tree of the 

knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will certainly die” (Genesis 

2:17).  Paul is clear—without exception, all human beings born since the Fall belong to 

Adam, that is, they are by birth in a state of legal (forensic) separation from God and 

subject to His wrath—all of us…lived among them at one time, gratifying the 

cravings of our sinful nature…[and] were by nature 205  deserving of wrath 206 

(Ephesians 2:3).207  “Just as one trespass resulted in condemnation for all people, as Paul 

puts it in Rom. 5:18 (because all humanity was encapsulated in that one man), is 

tantamount to saying that all human beings are inherently (‘by nature’) subject to 

condemnation.”208 

   The second major effect of the Fall is that this legal position of separation manifests 

itself in humankind instinctively follow[ing] the ways of this world and of the ruler of 

the kingdom of the air, the spirit who is now at work in those who are disobedient 

(Ephesians 2:2).209 

• Humanity in comparison to God is seen as fallen, as sunk in sin, and therefore 

as hostile to God.  In this way…humankind acquires overtones of evil.  The 

world of humans is not evil per se, for human beings are God’s creatures and 

 
204 Ridderbos, Herman, Paul: An Outline of His Theology, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 

Grand Rapids, MI, 1977 printing, pg. 99.   

205 By nature (Greek, phusei) means “by birth” (see Romans 2:14; Galatians 2:15).   

206 Deserving of wrath derives from a Hebrew idiom meaning, “Worthy to receive divine judgment” (cf. 2 

Samuel 12:5).   

207 This does not mean that there is nothing left of the image of God in humankind, nor that humans are 

incapable of doing anything good or noteworthy (cf. Romans 2:14).  See also note #221 below.   

208 Bruce, F.F., The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon and to the Ephesians, William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1984, pp. 284-285.   

209 This sinful life-style is attributed by Paul largely to the dynamic of sin/the ethical flesh, which will be 

discussed below.   
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God’s work is good.  But when people are viewed as they actually exist, they 

are seen in rebellion against God.210 

 

   The third major effect of the Fall affects all of creation—the creation was subjected to 

futility, not of its own will but by the will of Him who subjected it in hope; because 

the creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the glorious 

liberty of the children of God (Romans 8:20-21 [RSV]).  Futility (frustration 

[TNIV])211 references the judgment in Genesis 3:17-19, where God tells Adam that his 

disobedience will bring a curse upon the ground and much toil to humankind.  Futility 

(Greek, mataiotes) has the idea of emptiness, purposelessness, frustration or folly. All of 

creation, including humankind, is unable to fulfill its designed purpose apart from the 

intervening, redemptive grace of God.  Try as we might, without God and His grace we 

will never be able to experience the intended purpose for which we were created; life will 

ultimately crumble and there will always be feelings of void or vanity in all we do.  With 

reference to humankind, such futility could lead, among other things, to a depraved 

mind (Romans 1:28) and manifest itself in such things as the twenty-one sociological 

evils and perversions Paul notes (Romans 1:29-31).   

• It is a dark list whose intent is to cause us to desire to follow after God.  We 

will never walk in the Spirit until we know that the only other option is to walk 

in the futility of this creation which has as its “goals” those twenty-one items 

listed.  We must come to see the absolute emptiness of the first creation and of 

ourselves or we will never turn to walk in the Spirit, to a walk in the new 

creation.212 

 

   Paul further states that this futility includes bondage to decay (Romans 8:21).  Have 

you ever noticed how much of life eventually decays? Things quickly lose their newness; 

great civilizations crumble. This is why Jesus said, “Do not store up for yourselves 

treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and 

steal” (Matthew 6:19) and why Paul told the Corinthians—this world in its present 

form is passing away (1 Corinthians 7:31). The total scheme of things as they now exist 

 
210 Ladd, op. cit., pg. 437. 

211 Or vanity (KJV) 

212 Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 77.  
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(including wonderful relationships [1 Corinthians 7:29-31]) is ultimately transitory and 

will never bring eternal satisfaction.213 

• The structure of worldly relationships is transitory and is destined to pass 

away; and since Christians belong to the new and divine order, while they still 

find themselves in the world and must of necessity make use of the world, the 

goal of their lives must not be that of making the fullest use of this world, i.e., 

of finding their deepest motivations and satisfactions on the earthly, worldly 

level…Paul insists that the sources of one’s true life stem from a higher level, 

and in the resources of this spiritual world and its objectives he or she finds 

the deepest meaning of existence.214 

 

   But Paul is not a fatalist.  Please note the RSV—God subjected it in hope (Romans 

8:20).  Hope is the promise of a better future, a future when the judgment of futility will 

be lifted and the “not yet” of the kingdom of God arrives in consummation. We now 

experience only the firstfruits of the Spirit (Romans 8:23), but consummation is 

coming—I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the 

glory that will be revealed in us (Romans 8:18). We must view futility and frustration in 

life from this eternal perspective. We cannot escape it and the groan[ing] inwardly that 

it produces (Romans 8:23), but we can groan from an eternal perspective—wait[ing] for 

[the consummate kingdom] patiently (Romans 8:25).215    

   Now to a very important conclusion.  The Fall deposited in humankind a sinful force 

referred to as the flesh/sinful nature, I, the old self, the Adamic nature.  It is in the DNA 

of humanity.  Of these, flesh/sinful nature216 is Paul’s most frequent term. Theologians 

term it the ethical flesh to distinguish it from Paul’s other uses of flesh217 (i.e., a synonym 

for the physical body [2 Corinthians 4:11]).218  It is humankind before grace comes to us. 

This ethical flesh is personified in Paul, taking on a life of its own—all of us also lived 

among [unbelievers] at one time, gratifying the cravings of our sinful nature and 

following its desires and thoughts (Ephesians 2:3).  “Paul thinks of the flesh as a power 

 
213 Paul goes on to note that this futility and decay produce in us a groaning similar to that of a woman 

experiencing the pains of childbirth (Romans 8:22).   

214 Ladd, op. cit., pp. 438-439.   

215 Please note Paul’s additional word of encouragement to us—the Spirit Himself intercedes for us 

through wordless groans (Romans 8:26).  The Spirit is “sighing/groaning” us toward the will of God.     

216 Greek, sarx.   

217 These contexts also use sarx.   

218 This is why the NIV and TNIV substitute “sinful nature” for “flesh” when used in ethical contexts.   
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which has got control of man, and there is a marked tendency to personification in his 

references to it.”219 

   The ethical flesh is clearly identified with sin—the acts of the sinful nature are 

obvious: sexual immorality, impurity… (Galatians 5:19). 

• Sin and the flesh are identified with each other: to be “in the flesh,” to be 

“carnal,” and the like mean to sin, indeed to be under the power of sin.  This 

relationship of identity of sin and flesh is one of the most distinctive and 

radical data of Pauline anthropology. What is important for our present 

context is that there is here a new indication of the universality of sin, in that 

flesh on the one hand is a description of all that is man, and on the other of 

the sinful in man.220  

 

   With reference to understanding the ethical flesh in believers, we must first understand 

that conversion does not affect its presence or power.  Some believers falsely think that 

some goodness came to the essence of their personhood at salvation; they exert great 

effort and striving to find this alleged goodness.  “Now that I’m saved, I must be a better 

person, so I had better start acting better.”  But Paul is clear—I know that good itself 

does not dwell in me,221 that is, in my sarx (Romans 7:18A).  The essence of our 

personhood, of who we are in our historical self, was not “cleaned up” at conversion and 

it never will be.  Our flesh is unredeemable!  Stop looking for any good to come from 

your historical self; from your natural personality.   

• To begin let me state what I believe to be our biggest problem in this area, 

namely, that we do not adequately diagnose how lethal is our sin problem.  

Before anyone can be helped physically, emotionally, psychologically or 

spiritually there must be an adequate diagnosis. Paul knows this. He, 

therefore, through the rhetorical “I” autobiographically opens mankind’s 

heart and by the enabling of the Holy Spirit diagnoses the sin problem of all—

we are desperately beyond hope. The natural human heart—the sinful 

 
219 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 191.  NOTE: the views expressed here follow those of Augustine, the Latin 

Fathers, Martin Luther and John Calvin and in modern scholarship those of Cranfield, Dunn, Morris and 

Barrett.  For alternate views, see Longenecker, op. cit., pp. 650-660.  It also reflects the understanding of 

sanctification espoused by the British Keswick movement, especially as it influenced certain Pentecostal 

organizations’ view of sanctification.  “Keswick groups identify sanctification as a life-long process of 

progressive growth in grace that begins at conversion but is never fully completed…Christ [is] the 

foundation and the Holy Spirit [is] the agent of sanctification.  The Spirit suppresses the power of the sinful 

nature, which nonetheless continues to exert its influence on the Christian life” (Wolfgang Vondey, 

Pentecostal Theology: Living The Full Gospel, Bloomsbury T&T Clark, New York, NY, 2017, pg. 71).   

220 Ridderbos, op. cit., pg. 95. 

221  “It seems likely that this refers to his inability to turn the desire into action.  It also means that 

everything ‘good’ in human beings is tainted with evil” (John R.W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 211).   
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nature—is beyond redemption.  It cannot be touched even by the grace of 

God.  It cannot be made new and above all it cannot be repaired.222 

 

   As we will see later, we have instead received a new self that lives alongside the old 

self (in constant struggle [Galatians 5:17]) and our walk with Jesus entails learning to live 

from this new self—you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put 

on the new self (Colossians 3:9-10).   

   Now to the sarx’s power in believers. Here we tend to “under-estimate” ourselves.  

Romans 1:18-32 and 3:9-18 describe just a few of the things of which we are capable as 

humans—even as believers. We must admit the depths of our own depravity, of the 

degree to which our personality and actions/attitudes reflect sarx. Even in an age of 

massive low self-esteem and great psychological trauma carried by many from abusive 

childhoods, all believers must learn the language of wretchedness—what a wretched 

man I am!  Who will rescue me from this body of death? (Romans 7:24). 

   Three additional important truths about the sinful nature are crucial in Paul’s 

thinking— 

• It must manifest itself in evil; it cannot lie dormant—So then, I myself223 in 

my mind am a slave to God’s law, but in my sinful nature a slave to the 

law of sin (Romans 7:25B).  Outside learning to die to the power of the sinful 

nature, all we can and will do is serve sin. The sinful nature seizes the natural 

appetites of the body and makes them inordinate. Unless we learn to walk in 

the Spirit by grace, sin will reign in our experience.  We sin, even when we 

will not to.   

o Human beings, because of their inherited depravity and their own sins, 

have become spiritually and personally schizophrenic—that is, all people 

contain within their person and express in their actions contradictory 

attitudes and qualities that, apart from divine intervention, keep them from 

doing the good things that they know to be right and are always being 

driven to do those evil things that they know to be wrong.224  

 
222 Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 8.  “The writer is unspiritual, ‘fleshly’ (sarkinos), still possessing and being 

oppressed by his twisted, self-centred nature (sarx), on account of which he can also describe himself as 

sold as a slave to sin (14)” (John R.W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 211).  “Paul here gives the real problem that lies at 

the heart of humanity’s tragic situation: the presence of the malevolent forces of ‘the sin’ that have 

permeated all of human history and ‘one’s own sinful nature’ and that frustrate every person’s best 

intentions” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 664).   

223 Or I of myself (RSV); “I by means of my own resources and abilities, apart from God” (Longenecker).   

224 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 672.   
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• It cannot do God’s will—the sinful mind is hostile to God; it does not 

submit to God’s law, nor can it do so (Romans 8:7).  The sinful nature 

cannot be consecrated;225 it is totally captive to sin and is utterly rebellious; 

we cannot make or will ourselves to be better.  Do not be shocked when 

negative realities well up in you, when you see how much your personality 

reflects sin. A part of us is unredeemable.  We have already made the 

charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under the power of sin 

(Romans 3:9).  I find this law at work: Although I want to do good, evil is 

right there with me (Romans 7:21).  

o I, Gary Matsdorf, my ego, am nothing but sarx.  I am evil in my 

inclinations and attitudes.  I am rebellious by nature and captive to a 

power stronger than I.  I have a force within me that has and is molding 

my personality.  Apart from grace, I cannot get free from it. I can try to 

act better, but it will not ultimately help.  I am not better.  Just cross my 

ego and I will show you there is a part of me that is unredeemable.  

 

• It loves to disguise itself behind “religion.”  The Pharisees were masters at 

this. Their religious flesh and accompanying self-righteousness drove them to 

a state lambasted by Jesus (Matthew 23:1-11; 25-28). Religious flesh, because 

it is so bent on disguising itself and maintaining its front, becomes inflexible, 

self-righteous, petty, boastful, hypocritical and often, unchangeable.  

Ultimately, it insults God—you who boast in the law, do you dishonor God 

by breaking the law?  As it is written: “God’s name is blasphemed among 

the Gentiles because of you” (Romans 2:23-24).       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
225 “By its very nature the mind of the flesh…the mind governed by the flesh…is hostile to God and 

therefore will not submit to his law” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 331).  “The mind of the flesh…cherishes a 

deep-seated animosity against him.  It is antagonistic to his name, kingdom and will, to his day, his people 

and his word, to his Son, his Spirit and his glory” (John R.W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 224).   
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ROMANS 6:1-14 (Part 2)— 

   By way of review, “Paul is here concerned to insist that justification has inescapable 

moral implications, that our righteous status before God involves an absolute obligation 

to seek righteousness of life, that to imagine that we can ‘receive righteousness in Christ 

without at the same time laying hold on sanctification’ is a profane absurdity.”226  The 

entire section has to do with subduing the power of sin, of living out the promise of vs. 

14—sin shall no longer be your master,227 because you are not under the law, but 

under grace.228 

   Unpacking the implications of Romans 6:14 necessitates understanding three major 

truths—what is sin?  What does it mean that you are not under the law?  And what does 

it mean that you are under grace?  We have discussed sin, establishing that every 

human being is born with a sarx that shapes and molds them.  Conversion does not do 

away with the presence of the sarx nor does conversion “clean it up”; it is in fact 

unredeemable, but it does not have to have dominion…be one’s master…if we come out 

from under the law and live under grace.  This session will deal with understanding what 

it means to be under the law.   

 To be under the law229 is a very complex matter in Pauline thought, but one which 

must be understood if we are going to live a life of freedom in the Spirit for “to be under 

law…means to be under the dominion of sin.”230  

• Although the expression “to be under the law” is used with nuances, it 

[fundamentally] denotes…that [humankind] lives, groans, has been put in 

chains as a prisoner, a slave…under the hostile, enslaving power of the law; a 

 
226 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 295. 

227 Or sin will have no dominion over you (NRSV).   

228 This is the key theological truth of Romans 1-8.   

229 The NRSV—you are not under law—is preferred for the absence of the definite article (the) makes the 

application and implications broader than the Mosaic Law that is often implied when the definite article is 

used.  Nevertheless, many of the principles discussed below apply to both law/the Law.  “To be ‘under law’ 

means to live under the regime of ‘law’…something written on tables of stone…and to be ‘under grace’ is 

to live…where the law is written on the human heart” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 269).   

230 Bruce, Colossians, pg. 193. 
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bondage from which only the regime of divine grace can deliver him (Rom. 

7:14; 8:2; Gal. 4:5).231 

 

   To understand Paul’s point of being under law, we must begin with a definition of law 

in Paul (Greek, nomos). His understanding is broader than Torah.  Law in this respect can 

best be defined as any external code that defines human conduct. By this definition, we 

soon realize we encounter different laws daily.  There are city, county, state and federal 

laws.  There are laws in the home, in the work place and in the Church.  Such laws do not 

even need to be written, all of us having met both people’s “written” and “unwritten 

laws” at some point. The subtlest of laws are those that we put on ourselves.   

   The very nature of law, therefore, makes it at once an authority, a standard of 

judgment—all who sin apart from the law will also perish apart from the law, and all 

who sin under the law will be judged by the law (Romans 2:12).232  Furthermore, 

because one does not address human conduct without expecting a response, law at once 

puts upon us an internal claim. We must respond—either negatively or positively; we 

simply cannot ignore any law. To be under law, therefore, includes not only the definition 

of conduct, but also the corresponding authoritative claim on us.    

  Finally, when we talk about being under law, we must also include the consequences if 

we do not respond appropriately, if we violate a law.  In the theological realm, Paul terms 

this condemnation.  Being under law then includes being—1) under a defined code; 2) 

under the internal claim of response; and 3) under consequences if broken. 

   Is there anything inherently wrong with any of this?  Is there anything wrong with God 

defining what is right and wrong, wanting a proper response and meting out 

consequences if broken?  No. God has a claim upon us and as such has a right to define 

our conduct—“You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you 

on eagles’ wings and brought you to Myself.  Now if you obey Me fully and keep My 

covenant, then out of all nations you will be My treasured possession” (Exodus 19:4-

5).  Paul goes so far as to say— 

• the law is holy—it is pure, wholesome and unpolluted (Romans 7:12); 

 
231 Ridderbos, op. cit., pg. 148.   

232 Although Paul’s reference to the law here is Torah, the greater principle addressed still applies.   
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• the commandment is righteous—it is entirely fair and equitable (Romans 

7:12); 

• the commandment is good—it is a positive thing to have God define 

standards (Romans 7:12); 

• the law is spiritual—it comes from God and is untainted by the Fall of Adam 

(Romans 7:14).233    

   We must never imagine, therefore, there is anything wrong per se with God defining 

human conduct.234  

   Why then the problem? Why does God want us out from under the law? Paul 

establishes three primary reasons— 

• We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to 

sin (Romans 7:14).   

• The law [is] weakened by the sinful nature… (Romans 8:3).    

• Sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in 

me every kind of coveting.  For apart from the law, sin was dead.  Once I 

was alive apart from the law; but when the commandment came, sin 

sprang to life and I died.  I found that the very commandment that was 

intended to bring life actually brought death.  For sin, seizing the 

opportunity afforded by the commandment, deceived me, and through 

the commandment put me to death (Romans 7:8-11).   

   Let us now look in detail at each of these dynamics— 

1. We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to 

sin (Romans 7:14).  The problem is not the law; the problem is the sarx as it 

comes into contact with the law—our inability to keep the law, as our 

unredeemable ego meets up with the commandment.  When our sarx meets 

the commandments, it says, “No way!”  It rebels and keeps us in dominion to 

sin.  “The condition of the human heart is such that no law could help it.”235  

 
233  “To speak of the law as ‘spiritual’, as Robert Jewett has pointed out, is ‘unparalleled’ and a bit 

‘innovative’ in early Jewish and early Christian literature…it speaks of the law’s divine 

origin…authority…and as being never able to be properly understood or put into practice except by the 

enablement of the same Spirit by whom it was given” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 661).   

234 This is not always true with reference to human defined standards and codes.   

235 Ladd, op. cit., pg. 550.   
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Our personalities and appetites are slaves to sin and external codes do not free 

us.   

2. The law [is] weakened by the sinful nature… (Romans 8:3).  In defining a 

second reason why we must come out from under the law, Paul notes a 

limitation of the law.  It cannot overpower the sarx; it has no inherent 

energizing ability to curb the sarx—if a law had been given that could 

impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by the law 

(Galatians 3:21); “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!”…indeed 

have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their 

false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any 

value in restraining sensual indulgence236 (Colossians 2:21, 23). “The law is 

incapable of breaking the power of sin and conquering ‘the flesh,’ so that sin 

might no longer reign in the ‘mortal body’ (Rom. 6:12).”237   Paul reinforces 

this idea in Romans 7:6 by referring to the law as old and written.  By old, he 

means it is insufficient to produce in us the righteousness Jesus demands—by 

calling this covenant “new,” He has made the first one obsolete; and what 

is obsolete and outdated will soon disappear (Hebrews 8:13).  By written, 

Paul means it is rule based and not relationship based and one cannot legislate 

behavior.  “The reason why the Law cannot make sinful people righteous is 

that it is an external code, whereas their sinful hearts need a transforming 

inward power.”238   Rules never produce life.  Try loving God or another 

person because of rules and demands rather than out of heart-felt relationship. 

It creates tension, discord, disappointment and guilt—for the written code 

 
236 Or are of no value, serving only to indulge the flesh (RSV footnote).  “Energetic religious endeavors 

could not hold the sarx in check.  Quite the reverse.  These man-made regulations actually pandered to the 

flesh” (Peter O’Brien, Word Biblical Commentary—Colossians, Philemon, Word Books, Publisher, Waco 

TX, 1982, pg. 155).    

237 Ridderbos, op. cit., pg. 143.  “It was necessary for the problem of the flesh, that is, sinful human nature, 

to be dealt with before the requirements of the law could be fulfilled” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 325).   

238 Ladd, loc. cit.  
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kills, but the Spirit gives life (2 Corinthians 3:6 [RSV]).239  Don Pickerill 

refers to this dynamic as “the DTs of the law.”240        

• Have you ever heard about the “DTs”?  When a person is given over to 

the power of alcohol or the like he gets what we call the “DTs.”  The 

“DTs” of the law are its “demands” and its “threat.”  The law is 

demanding much as a married woman is demanded by the law to be 

faithful to her husband (Romans 7:1-6).  There is a claim, and whereas the 

claim on a wife may be delightful (Romans 7 is only an analogy), the 

claim of the law is death-like.  Furthermore, the law threatens even as it 

threatens the wife who will be called an adulteress if she marries another 

before her husband’s death…[“the DTs”] also put a demand in our 

spirit…things must be right or else.  Or else what?  Or else you deserve 

my anger!241  We get upset if it is not right and we drive people out of the 

church, children out of their homes, and love out of the community of 

believers.242     

 

3. Sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in 

me every kind of coveting…for sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by 

the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me 

to death (Romans 7: 8, 11).243  Paul’s final reason for our need to be free from 

the law is an outgrowth of his first concern.  External codes arouse the sarx 

and make it all the more rebellious—the power of sin is the law (1 

Corinthians 15:56).  “The relationship of law to sin is that the former is what 

gives the latter its power.” 244   It seems like external codes and laws are 

valuable in controlling behavior, but they only give the sarx opportunity all 

the more to arise, deceive and put us in a death-like state if there is not the 

enablement by grace of the Holy Spirit.  Let someone say to you, “You 

 
239 “The doctrine through which we receive the commandment to lead an abstinent, virtuous life, is the 

letter (written code). This kills unless there is with it the Spirt, which makes alive” (St. Augustine, quoted 

in Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 646).   

240 According to Wikipedia, the DTs stands for Delirium tremens (Latin for "shaking frenzy"), an acute 

episode of being delirious (most often from alcohol withdrawal).  It often creates a full blown effect that is 

physically evident through shivering, palpitations, sweating and in some cases, convulsions and death if not 

treated. 

241 Other manifestations of “or else” include pouting, withdrawing and “getting even.”   

242 Pickerill, op. cit., pp. 61-62.   

243 See below for an understanding of how this truth is also one reason why the law was given.   

244 Fee, Gordon, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand 

Rapids, MI, 1987, pg. 806.  “As Lightfoot insisted, ‘definite prohibition is necessary in order to produce 

definite transgression, in whatever form this definite prohibition may be given’” (Richard Longenecker, op. 

cit., pg. 642).   

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Latin_language


 49 

cannot” and guaranteed your sarx will say, “I will.”  We may even get more 

than we bargained for—did that which is good, then, become death to me?  

By no means!  Nevertheless, in order that sin might be recognized as sin, 

it used what is good to bring about my death, so that through the 

commandment sin might become utterly sinful (Romans 7:13, emphasis 

mine).  Have you found this out yet?  If not, try on your own strength to love 

God with all your heart and your neighbor as yourself and let us know how far 

you get.   

• The remarkable thing about the evidence of the insufficiency of the law 

furnished [in Romans 7] consists in that Paul now represents the law as a 

power that provokes and, as it were, calls forth sin.  The law does not 

restrain sin, but causes it to awaken; it does not reduce sin, but rather 

makes it to increase (cf. Rom. 5:20)…the sinful passions properly assert 

themselves only when they encounter the resistances of the law.245 

 

   This entire system (represented in the concerns about the law noted above) then is what 

we are to be free from—the system of looking to external codes and all that entails for 

freedom from sin’s dominion. Paul does not mean we are free from the precepts of God’s 

timeless commandments; he means we are free from attaining them by external demand 

(Romans 8:3-4).246   

• By fulfilling the promise given to Abraham, Christ has ended the age of the 

Law and inaugurated the age of Christ, which means freedom from bondage 

and the end of the Law for the believer.  However, it is clear that inasmuch as 

Paul always regards the Law as holy and just and good, he never thinks of the 

Law as being abolished.  It remains the expression of the will of God.247 

 

  This brings us to our last concern with reference to the law—Why the law?  The answer 

is two-fold—to clearly define sin and to show the indispensability of the way of faith. 

   With reference to defining sin, we must remember that by way of original intent the law 

“provided Israel with a standard for obedience by which the covenant relationship must 

 
245  Ridderbos, op. cit., pg. 144.   

246 “The Law is no longer merely an external written code but an inward, life-giving power that produces 

righteousness” (George Ladd, op. cit., pg. 546).  See also pg. 554 for an understanding of the distinction 

between the ethical (timeless) and ceremonial (fulfilled in Jesus) aspects of the Law.   

247 Ladd, op. cit., pg. 553.   
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be preserved.”248  It did not create the covenant relationship (Romans 4:13-15).  The role 

of the law in defining sin is spelled out in Romans 7:7—I would not have known what 

sin was had it not been for the law.  For I would not have known what coveting 

really was if the law had not said, “You shall not covet.”  Righteousness and holiness 

and how to worship God are not left to personal interpretation; He loves us too much to 

leave us in a moral fog.  The law, then, is to be respected in that it clearly defines what 

God expects.   

   Secondly, the law serves to show the indispensability of the way of faith.  In this 

regard, it was given to be broken!!  The law was brought in so that the trespass might 

increase…once I was alive apart from the law; but when the commandment came, 

sin sprang to life and I died.  I found that the very commandment that was intended 

to bring life actually brought death (Romans 5:20; 7:9-10).  The giving of the law then 

is in sync with a greater biblical principle—in order to experience life, we must first 

experience death; we must come to an end of ourselves, seeing our dire need and the 

hopelessness, emptiness and death-like existence249 that accompany trying to please God 

by our own efforts.   

• It is precisely in the negative operation of the law that its purpose lies: to bar 

to man the way to salvation and thus—and here the reverse side of Paul’s 

gospel shows itself in this preaching of the law—to vindicate in a negative 

fashion the indispensability of the way of faith…the law does not open the way 

of salvation to man in his sin and self-conceit, but rather bars it; does not 

restrain sin, but increases it; does not liberate and quicken the sinner, but 

puts him to death and casts him into prison.  For Paul no picture is too 

somber and too radical to throw light on this negative effect of the law and the 

divine purpose behind it in all its ruinous strength.250 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
248 Ibid., pg. 540.   

249 A person under law is really in a death-like state for legalism breeds only death.  Whenever we see 

misery and death-likeness in the life of a believer or in a congregation (cf. Galatians 5:13), we should 

suspect legalism.  It is a major reason why believers are unhappy by the boatload.   

250 Ridderbos, op. cit., pp. 149, 151. 
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ARE YOU LIVING UNDER LAW? 

   Pages 21-23 of The Reign of Grace by Don Pickerill list five penetrating questions to 

help us understand if we are living under law. Four additional questions are also 

applicable— 

• If you despair at ever experiencing all that God says can be experienced or 

feel that you will always be emotionally/psychologically weak where you are 

weak now, you are under law. You are evaluating either from the standpoint 

of what you must do to make things different, or you are relegating God’s 

power as less than the weakness you face. 

• If you overly stress life as a duty, placing duty/performance in life above 

relationship, you are living under law. Law manifests itself in a performance 

attitude, whereby you value yourself or others more for what you/they can do 

than for who you/they are.  God’s primary concern is that we be in right 

relationship with Him and others. Then, as a result of that relationship with 

Him, we do right things.  We do not secure our relationship with Him through 

what we do; nor should we secure relationships with others based on what 

they do. 

• If for you things must be right, you are under law.  This does not mean that we 

do not want things done well, nor that we are not to strive for excellence. But 

there is a difference between wanting to do right and demanding things be 

right. The Pharisees demanded the right—to their undoing.        

 

• If you have spiritual pride, “looking down your nose” at others and smugly 

deeming them less mature or less holy than you, you are under law.  You 

judge yourself to be successful at measuring up to God’s standards and have 

thus become boastful, proud and arrogant.   

 

   It takes a long time to come out from under aspects of the law.  We naturally tend 

toward it; we gravitate to self-effort and an “I have to please” mentality.  Finally, because 

aspects of legalism are very subtle, it is often difficult to see its influence in our lives.  

This is where we need grace—our only hope of freedom from sin’s dominion.     
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ROMANS 6:1-14 (Part 3)— 

   We have been concentrating on Romans 6:14—sin shall no longer be your master, 

because you are not under the law, but under grace.  We have deliberated the 

implications of sin (sarx) and what it means to be under law and why the need to come 

out from under it.  Before examining our responsibility in the process of sin not 

dominating, we want to understand what it means to be under grace.   

 Grace is a familiar word in the Church—but one that is often under-appreciated. God’s 

heart is that grace reign—where sin increased, grace increased all the more, so that, 

just as sin reigned in death, so also grace might reign through righteousness to bring 

eternal life through Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 5:20-21).  “Nothing could sum up 

better the blessings of being in Christ than the expression ‘the reign of grace’.  For grace 

forgives sins through the cross, and bestows on the sinner both righteousness and eternal 

life.  Grace satisfies the thirsty soul and fills the hungry with good things.”251  

   The Greek word for grace (charis) occurs more than 150 times in the New Testament.  

Charis— 

• Comes to us in abundance and leads to living life as God intended—how 

much more will those who receive God’s abundant provision of 

grace…reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ! (Romans 5:17). 

• Transforms us and enables us to become all God wants us to become—I am 

the least of the apostles and do not even deserve to be called an apostle, 

because I persecuted the Church of God.  But by the grace of God I am 

what I am, and His grace to me was not without effect (1 Corinthians 15:9-

10).  

• Saves us—it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is 

not from yourselves, it is the gift of God (Ephesians 2:8).  

 
251 Stott, op. cit., pg. 157-158.   
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• Is the essence of Jesus’ personhood—from His fullness we have all received, 

grace upon grace (John 1:16 [NRSV]).252  

• Teaches us to say “No” to ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live 

self-controlled, upright and godly lives in this present age (Titus 2:12).253  

 

   The most common “pew” definition of grace is “unmerited favor” or “undeserved 

blessing freely bestowed on many by God—a concept which is at the heart not only of 

Christian theology but also of all genuinely Christian experience.”254 These are not bad 

definitions, for they say reams about the essence of charis.  

• It is “unmerited” or “undeserved” in that it is a gift (Romans 5:15). We can 

but receive God’s abundant provision of grace (Romans 5:17, emphasis 

mine) by faith (Ephesians 2:8).  As Paul reminded Israel—so too, at the 

present time there is a remnant chosen by grace. And if by grace, then it 

cannot be based on works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace 

(Romans 11:5-6).      

• Grace is also “favor based.”  When Gabriel greeted Mary, he said, 

“Greetings, you who are highly favored!” (Luke 1:28).  “You who are 

highly favored!” (Greek, chaire) derives from the same root as charis. “Mary 

has been especially favoured by God…[with] no suggestion of any particular 

worthiness on the part of Mary herself.”255  To be under grace is to realize we 

are God’s favorites; we are His friends, under His favor and not His judgment.  

He both loves and likes us, so much so that He is willing to say—“I will be 

their God, and they will be My people” (Hebrews 8:10).256  Furthermore, 

 
252 Grace upon grace (grace in place of grace already given [TNIV]) “is an unusual expression…clearly 

John intends to put some emphasis on the thought of grace. Probably he means that as one piece of divine 

grace (so to speak) recedes it is replaced by another. God’s grace to his people is continuous and is never 

exhausted” (Leon Morris, The Gospel According To John – Revised Edition, William B. Eerdmans 

Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1995, pg. 98).     

253 This aspect of grace will be discussed later as we look at Freedom from Sin and Romans 8.   

254 Hughes, P.E., Grace in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, Walter Elwell (General Editor), Baker 

Books, Grand Rapids, MI, 1999 printing, pg. 479. 

255 Marshall, I. Howard, Commentary on Luke, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, 

MI, 1992 reprint, pg. 65.   

256 It is amazing how many believers struggle with really believing that they are God’s favorites, especially 

when they do something wrong.  They cannot sort out godly conviction from self/demonic condemnation.  

To be under grace means God has no condemning charge against us and that we must not confuse 
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favor cannot be separated biblically from goodness. To be under grace is to 

realize that God has designed only goodness for those whom He loves—“I 

will make an everlasting covenant with them: I will never stop doing good 

to them…I will rejoice in doing them good…with all My heart and soul” 

(Jeremiah 32:40-41).  “Israel’s loyalty to God is made possible by God’s 

loyalty to them.  This is the first and most important ‘good’ that Yahweh can 

do for [us].”257  God is pursuing us with goodness with all His being.258  Even 

negative realities in life are part of His goodness, as He uses them to mature 

us—we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love 

him…[and they are] predestined to be conformed to the image of His Son 

(Romans 8:28-29).259   

 

  Though “unmerited favor” does define charis to a great degree, it is too impersonal a 

definition.  As stated above, John ties grace into Jesus—from Jesus’ fullness have we all 

received,260 grace upon grace (John 1:16 [NRSV]).  Grace is inseparably linked to the 

Person of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Grace is not just some mystical concept, nor even a 

loving disposition coming from God.  Grace is the Person of the Lord Jesus Christ 

inexhaustibly meeting us at our point of need. Therefore, since we have a great High 

Priest who has ascended into heaven, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold firmly to the 

faith we profess.  For we do not have a High Priest who is unable to empathize with 

our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we 

are—yet He did not sin. Let us then approach God’s throne of grace with 

 
discipline with a condemning charge. Our conduct (though it may be very carnal [1 Corinthians 3:1-4]) 

does not change His commitment to us.  (This does not negate the possibility of apostasy [Colossians 1:21-

23; James 5:19-20], but the Bible’s basic call is one of humble security in Jesus, not always anxious 

insecurity.)   

257 Keown, Gerald, et al, Jeremiah 26-52, Word Books, Publisher, Dallas, TX, 1995, pg. 161. 

258 The temptation that deceived Eve was allowing the enemy to convince her that God was withholding 

some good thing from her (Genesis 3:4-5).  Many Christians today believe God is “out to settle some score 

with them.”  James says the end result of this thinking is that they are double-minded and unstable in all 

they do (James 1:8).   

259 See also Genesis 50:20 and 2 Corinthians 4:16-17.   

260 “Christ alone is the source of all our blessings.  There is a hint at the infinite extent of his resources, for 

‘all’ receive from him” (Leon Morris, John, pg. 97).   
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confidence, so that we may receive mercy and find grace to help us in our time of 

need (Hebrews 4:14-16).261  

 

SUMMATION— 

   Jesus Christ inexhaustibly meeting us at our point of need is our only hope of 

experiencing freedom from sin’s dominion (Romans 6:14) and the newness of life God 

promises (Romans 6:4).  To be under grace, therefore, means— 

• We live drawing our life from the Person of Jesus Christ, remembering that God 

has only grace for us.  

• We realize we cannot produce any righteousness in ourselves—either for 

justification or sanctification.262  We could never merit God’s favor, no matter 

how hard we might try.  We are, in and of our historical self, powerless to do 

good.  The only way we can do or become good is if God gives us a new heart by 

grace.   

• We live in the freedom of knowing we are God’s favorites—even when life is 

difficult or He has to discipline us (Hebrews 12:3-11).  This means we cannot 

think of a one-on-one correlation between our conduct and His commitment to 

us. In other words, we cannot think that grace comes to us according to our 

conduct—if we are “bad,” then God and His grace get cut off for a while; if we 

are “good,” God and His grace come rushing back.  Grace is always free; it never 

comes by way of a paycheck.  

• We relate to other people and treat them exactly like God relates to us and treats 

us (see Galatians 5:22-23).  

 

    
    

 

 

 
261 “The challenge to approach God’s throne of grace is an admonition to persistent, confident prayer that 

is based particularly on Jesus’ own experience of sufferings and trials, and his consequent ability to 

empathize with our weaknesses (v. 15)” (Peter T. O’Brien, The Letter to the Hebrews---The Pillar New 

Testament Commentary, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 2010, pp. 184-

185).   

262 It is amazing how many believers realize only grace saves them, but that it is a combination of grace and 

works that matures them and/or “keeps them saved.”   
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ROMANS 6:1-14 (Part 4)— 

   Having studied the key components of vs. 14—sin shall no longer be your master,263 

because you are not under the law,264 but under grace—we now need to examine 

more closely how Paul says such freedom becomes actualized in our daily lives.   By way 

of review, we need to remember “Paul is here concerned to insist that justification has 

inescapable moral implications, that our righteous status before God involves an absolute 

obligation to seek righteousness of life, that to imagine that we can ‘receive righteousness 

in Christ without at the same time laying hold on sanctification’ is a profane 

absurdity.”265   

   The exposition arises in “reply to the preposterous argument”266 shall we go on sinning 

so that grace may increase? (vs. 1; cf. Romans 3:8).  Paul himself postulates this 

question being asked—what shall we say then? (vs. 1)—based on what he knows could 

be a false inference of Romans 5:20—where sin increased, grace increased all the 

more.  In effect, it is saying that sin is good for the gospel, so why not continue with sin 

as a life-style so as to give grace an opportunity to shine?!  “I like committing crimes.  

God likes forgiving them.  Really the world is admirably arranged.”267 

   The basis of Paul’s response that strongly rejects this inference—by no means! (vs. 

2)—is that there has been a positional change, a realm transfer if you would—we are 

those who have died to sin (vs. 2).  “He is referring to the death to sin that marks the 

beginning of the characteristic Christian life,”268 a positional separation from the ruling 

power of sin that must then become actualized by each individual—do not let sin reign 

in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires (vs. 12).269  This realm transfer 

 
263 Or sin will have no dominion over you (NRSV). 

264 Or not under law (RSV).   

265 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 295. 

266 Bruce, Romans, pg. 128. 

267 W. H. Auden quoted in Moo, op. cit., pg. 356.  
268 Morris, op. cit., pg. 247.   Note also Moo, “Death to sin is part and parcel of becoming a Christian” 

(Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 359).   

269 Comparing Romans 6:12 with Romans 6:14 shows that the imperative springs from the established 

indicative.  The imperative does not establish the indicative.   
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makes drawing one’s life from the old realm totally out of sync with who we now are—

how can we live in it any longer? (vs. 2).270  “How can you who identified with Christ 

live as though Christ never died, as though sin…[was] still [a] dominating factor for 

present life?”271 

  Before we study Paul’s “pathway to actualized freedom,” we need to examine three 

instinctively wrong approaches to dealing with sin’s mastery…approaches that more 

often than not characterize the lives of believers. We do so remembering again that sin is 

not just a few moral missteps; it is a powerful force (the ethical flesh/sarx), a self-

centeredness that manifests itself in seeing no need for God and in some way using 

people, at any cost.272  It has no respect for God or His ways (Romans 8:7). “One can 

define sin as man’s willing-to-have-command-of-himself, wanting to-be-as-God.” 273  

Because of its deceptive nature, it does not even respect the person it is tempting (often 

so disguising itself the one being tempted is fooled).   

• The principle of sin is not fundamentally some impulse, biological or 

psychological…but rather is a spiritual dynamic…that is immanently present 

within human nature. The operation and function of this spiritual dynamic are 

to enslave and condition the biological and psychological drives of human life 

in the service of sin.274 

 

    The first instinctive approach often taken to dealing with sin is that of self-

reformation.  The very title betrays its basic premise and energy source. This approach 

begins with the premise that since we are Christians, we should “act better.”  We examine 

ourselves, our motives, words, actions, attitudes and reactions, only to discover how far 

below God’s standards we are falling.  So, we set out on a program of self-reformation—

endeavoring to improve self. When we have a sinful attitude, we repress it, thinking that 

in the repressing we are diminishing its power. We alter behavior, hold our tongue and 

clinch our fists—but inside we are still “seething.” 

   But self-reformation does not work, regardless of how much effort and energy we 

spend.  Note three basic reasons it does not work— 

 
270 Or how can we draw our life from the realm of sin anymore?  

271 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 327. 

272 See Pickerill, op. cit., pp. 41-42 for six major realities identified with sin.   

273 Ridderbos, op. cit., pp. 105-106. 

274  Laymen in The Believer’s Guide To Spiritual Warfare, White, Thomas, Servant Publications, Ann 

Harbor, MI, 1990, pg. 27.   
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1. The first reason self-reformation does not work can be understood by 

imagining sin as a very prolific fruit tree that is rooted in our life and bears 

fruit constantly.  The self-reformation approach amounts to cutting off the 

fruit that appears on the branches, but never dealing with the root.  If we relax 

at all from our “pruning,” we soon have a tree full of fruit!   

2. The second reason self-reformation does not work is that it misunderstands 

the problem.  The problem is not the fruit; the problem is the root.  Our real 

problem is not the sinful words or deeds, nor even the evil desires, thoughts 

and attitudes that come to the surface of our souls. Sin is not fundamentally 

wrong-doing; it is wrong-being. Our real problem is the unredeemable sinful 

nature (sarx) empowering the fruit—a core which self-reformation is never 

able to affect.  

3. The third reason self-reformation is futile can best be understood through an 

analogy. Picture a house with a dirt floor. Imagine what would happen if we 

decided that we were going to clean that floor. We could sweep and sweep 

and never really get the job done.  And heaven forbid if we should ever try to 

scrub it!  Yet, we scrub and scrub our behavior, desperately hoping it will 

touch the inner core—all the while just making a bigger and bigger mess of 

things.  “I liken this approach to that of scrubbing a dirt floor—the matter just 

gets muddier with effort.”275  The answer to the dirt floor is a new “non-dirt” 

floor; likewise, the answer to our struggle with sin is a new self that becomes 

the dominating power within in—not self-reformation.   

   The second instinctive approach is that of fighting sin.  Somewhat related to self-

reformation, the approach of fighting sin is different in that it never expects to “clean up” 

the sarx, just defeat it.  With self-reformation, we imagine that we can improve the 

essence of who we are; with fighting sin, we meet our unredeemable sinful nature head 

on and endeavor to conquer it through will power.  Many religious weapons are 

employed in our battle—fasting, scripture memory, praying in tongues, attending church 

 
275  Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 44. 
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every time the doors are open, even radical asceticism.276   But because of the nature of 

that which we are trying to fight, fighting sin does not work. There is indeed an 

appearance of wisdom in promoting rigor of devotion and self-abasement and 

severity to the body, but they are of no value in checking277 the indulgence of the 

flesh278 (Colossians 2:23 [RSV]).  “It is the ‘Avis’ approach—‘I am going to try harder.  I 

know I failed that time, but I am going to try again’.”279 

   We all know the Avis approach. We discern sin creeping up; we can feel the temptation 

or the arousal of the sinful nature.  We start fighting—“I won’t do it; I won’t do it; I 

won’t do it…I’m sorry I did it; I’m sorry I did it…”  We must come to realize that in and 

of ourselves we can no more master sin than we can master death.  You may jog, eat 

right, never smoke or chew…but you will still die.  The same is true with sin; you will 

never be able to successfully fight it.   

   The third instinctive approach is that of coping.  This most often follows on the heels of 

the first two approaches.  Having tried self-reformation and fighting sin, only to meet 

with repeated failure, the next logical approach is to resign ourselves to our weaknesses 

and settle down to live the rest of our lives as we are now.  Rather than expecting to 

experience any real freedom from sin’s dominion, we learn to “cope and hang on by our 

fingernails” until we go to be with Jesus.  In coping, we also put pressure on those around 

us to live with/accept our sin. The major responsibility ultimately becomes theirs, not 

ours.    

   Apart from our inability to win the battle with sin, two additional tragedies emerge if 

we try to deal with sin from one of these three perspectives— 

 
276 Do not confuse biblical discipline with fighting sin. Discipline yourselves (1 Peter 1:13 [NRSV]; be 

self-controlled [NIV]) is not a call to fight sin; rather, it means “pay full attention”—that is, attentively 

watch your life and when you see sin tempting or manifesting itself, deal with it according to the principles 

taught in Romans 6. Neither should we confuse practical advice and wisdom such as Paul’s flee the evil 

desires of youth (2 Timothy 2:22) with fighting sin. Similar to do not offer any part of yourself to sin as 

an instrument of wickedness (Romans 6:13), it is a reminder that Christ’s provision for dying to sin is not 

automatically and robotically released to us. We must appropriate it by faith. Flee/do not offer presuppose 

the presence of God’s grace enabling us.           

277 Or stopping (ESV); restraining (TNIV).    

278 “The bent within fallen humans toward self and the world, the ‘sinful nature’ or ‘sinful impulse’…the 

false teachers were…elevating their rules and practices and giving spiritual beings so much credit that they 

were, in effect, losing contact with Christ, the only source of spiritual power and growth (v. 19)” (Douglas 

Moo, The Letters to the Colossians and to Philemon—The Pillar New Testament Commentary, William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 2008, pg. 242).   

279 Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 45.   
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• Some begin to imagine themselves as being experts at self-reformation, 

fighting or coping and soon develop great spiritual pride. We imagine 

ourselves “expert at pruning our sinful nature,” and expect others to be just as 

“expert.”  We think our lives are pretty well cleaned up and that we have our 

problems under control. Those who do not know us well may be impressed; 

those who do know us well rarely are.  We are prime candidates to become 

Pharisees. 

• Others (the vast majority) find themselves in frustration and despair—neither 

of which they dare allow to show “at church.”  They live behind masks and 

slowly drift out of fellowship. The constant effort of dealing with sin from one 

of the false approaches has become too overwhelming; it is easier to just give 

up on God and get the monkey off our back.280   

o We feel confusion and guilt and pain. This can even make us a hypocrite, 

by the way, for we do not dare tell anybody what our inside systems are 

really like.  So we go around feigning and play acting the entire Christian 

life. That is not life!  It is nothing but a mass of misery and this is the 

reason many Christians are unhappy.281 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
280 Those who do not give up on God and/or the Church generally live at some level of constant depression.   

281  Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 17.   
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ROMANS 6:1-14 (Part 5)— 

   Having established several facts that Paul assumes we do and indeed must know with 

reference to our relationship in Christ to sin (vv. 1-10), Paul next lists important 

responsibilities we have in the process of actualized freedom from sin’s mastery.  His list 

contains a series of imperatives.282   

• We must know.  Paul’s don’t you know? (vs. 3)283 intimates that he expects 

believers to be informed and to grasp certain truths, for actualized freedom 

from sin’s mastery is directly linked to the biblical data we know to 

appropriate.284  For example, we must know that all of us who were baptized 

into Christ Jesus285 were baptized into His death (vs. 3).286  We also are to 

know that our old self was crucified with Him so that the body ruled by 

sin287 might be done away with (vs. 6).288  “The ‘old man’ is no longer 

supreme. This does not mean that the believer lives untroubled by the 

possibility of sinning.  There is a sense in which a death has taken place once 

and for all in the believer, but there is another in which he dies every day.”289  

Finally, we are to know that though we died with Christ (vs. 8), we go on to 

live with Christ—we believe that we will also live with Him (vs. 8).  “The 

 
282 These imperatives are Paul’s first in the epistle, having taken over five chapters to build understanding 

to which we respond.    

283 Or are you ignorant of these facts?   

284  The two Greek words translated know in Romans 6:6, 9 (ginosko; oida) refer not to experiential 

knowledge, but to accurately and precisely realizing facts relevant to freedom from sin’s mastery.  See 

Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 308. 

285 Baptized into Christ Jesus references “the Roman Christians’ water baptism as their outward initiation 

into Christian existence…by the date of Romans, ‘baptize’ had become almost a technical expression for 

the rite of Christian initiation by water, and this is surely the meaning the Roman Christians would have 

given the word” (Douglas Moo, Romans, pg. 359).   

286 Baptized into His death affirms “strongly that the justified are those united by faith to all that Christ 

means, and therefore antinomianism is impossible for them…God made him sin for us, and his death dealt 

decisively with sin, took it out of the way, paid its penalty, removed its sting, won the victory over it” 

(Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 247, 255).   

287 Note that the human body and its appetites are not sinful in and of themselves but are often “taken over” 

by the sarx in ways that are sinful.   

288 Or be rendered powerless (TNIV footnote).  Other truths we are to know include understanding the 

sinful nature (ethical flesh), being under law, being under grace, faith and our position/provision in Christ. 

289 Morris, op. cit., pg. 251.   
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novelty in Christianity was the emphasis which it laid rather on the living than 

on the dying…the dying is always made to appear to be in order to a living.  

The end is always the life.”290   Obviously, knowledge is not an end in itself 

and there is a worldly knowledge that seeks to boast, but this is not Paul’s 

reference here.  We have not stopped praying for you…so that you may 

lead a life worthy of the Lord…growing in the knowledge of God 

(Colossians 1:9-10).291   

• In the same way, count292 yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in293 

Christ Jesus (vs. 11).  In the same way calls our attention back to vv. 8-10 

and reminds us, “Don’t be what you are not.”  In other words, start activating 

what you know to be true in terms of death to sin rather than being passive or 

worse yet continuing not to confront sin in reality. “Faith means seeing things 

as Christ sees them and then acting on the vision…Christ’s death and 

resurrection has altered their position, and they should live in accordance with 

the new reality.”294  A major key to understanding Paul here lies in grasping 

his use of the verb count.295  Count translates the Greek verb logizomai that 

“denotes not a pretending (‘as if’), nor a mere ideal, but a deliberate and sober 

judgment on the basis of the gospel.”296  It comes from a root meaning “to put 

together, collect, harvest; [it] suggests a regulated perception and an 

acceptance of given facts.”297  It was used in mathematical settings meaning to 

calculate, evaluate or deliberate facts; to take a list of figures, add them up and 

derive a conclusion. Logizomai evolved to develop the nuance of taking 

known facts and pondering them, reflecting on them or meditating on them 

 
290 Gore quoted in Morris, op. cit., pg. 254.   

291 Or as you grow in the knowledge of God (NRSV).   

292 Consider (NRSV); reckon (NKJV).  It could also be translated recognize.   

293 Or by reason of our union with (Stott).   

294 Morris, op. cit., pp. 256-257. 

295 The Greek verbal tense is present, indicating that this process of counting is a continuous life-long 

process. “Despite the assertions of vv. 2-11, sin’s rule is not merely a possibility, but a reality to be resisted 

all the time” (James D.G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 336).   

296 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 315.  “this ‘reckoning’ is not make-believe…we are to consider what in fact we 

are, namely dead to sin and alive to God (11), like Christ (10).  Once we grasp this, that our old life has 

ended, with the score settled, the debt paid and the law satisfied, we shall want to have nothing more to do 

with it” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 179(.   

297 Eichler, Logizomai in The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology – Volume 3, Colin 

Brown, General Editor, Zondervan Publishing House, Grand Rapids, MI, 1979 printing, pg. 822.   
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over and over in one’s mind, much like a cow chews its cud. Finally, 

logizomai has the idea of being convinced by what has been recognized.  This 

is that “Eureka!” phase, whereby we are absolutely convinced spiritually, 

emotionally and psychologically that all the truths relative to freedom from 

sin’s mastery are true—for me—and that they work. “The sin of the 

unbeliever is the natural consequence of the fact that he is a slave to sin, 

whereas the sin of the believer is quite out of character.”298  “By virtue of 

God’s gracious decision Christ’s death and risen life are counted as [ours], so 

that, in God’s sight, [we] are ‘in Christ’ dead to sin but alive to God.”299 

• Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body300 so that you obey its 

evil desires (vs. 12).301 Paul is quite careful to introduce this prohibition with 

therefore. He is saying that because all the facts of Romans 6:1-11 are true302 

and we know them to be true deep inside, we can make a choice to confront 

sin’s mastery every time it wants to dominate by calling upon the indwelling 

Holy Spirit to enable us by grace to die to its dominion. “In union with Christ 

we have been made dead to sin and alive to God; it remains for us to 

appropriate (v. 11) and apply (vv. 12-13) what God has done for us…[so] we 

must stop serving [sin] as if it were our rightful sovereign”303   

• But rather304 offer305 yourselves to God as those who have been brought 

from death to life (vs. 13).306 Paul here presents not only the “positive” step 

 
298 Morris, op. cit., pg. 259.   

299 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 316. 

300 Your mortal body denotes your entire being, especially in terms of your interaction with the world.  

“The battle is a spiritual one, but it is fought, and won or lost, in the daily decisions the believer makes 

about how to use his body” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 383).   

301 Evil desires references all that is contrary to God’s will, including desires in our mind and will and what 

we often erroneously perceive to be our “needs.”  Note the further related prohibition—do not offer any 

part of yourself to sin as an instrument of wickedness (Romans 6:13).  (The construction of the Greek 

that is translated do not offer infers the cessation of activity.)   

302 Note also the reiterated promise in Romans 6:14. 

303 Moo, op. cit., pp. 380, 384.  “Believers in Jesus are still members of ‘this age,’ and so they are still able 

to be tempted by sin and can even be dominated by sin.  Therefore, the apostle’s exhortations to all believes 

in Jesus are these: ‘Do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires!’ and ‘Do not 

allow sin to be your master!’—and he further insists that Christians must never try to justify their sinful 

actions on some such perverted pretexts as ‘We should continue in sin so that grace might increase’ or ‘We 

are not under the law but under grace’” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 617).   

304 Greek alla, indicating a strong contrast.  

305 Or present (NRSV; ESV); yield (RSV).    
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we are to take, but infers a “proactive” step. In other words, we need to 

consistently ask God for spiritual fortitude against sin, especially against 

specific “besetting sins.”  Offer307 (Greek, paristemi) has the idea of bringing 

yourself before someone who can help, of putting yourself at someone else’s 

disposal.  In this case, it is regularly and specifically putting yourself at Jesus’ 

disposal.308  We know what it is like to put ourselves at sin’s disposal; Paul 

wants us to learn to do the same with reference to putting ourselves at Jesus’ 

disposal, so He can activate our freedom from sin’s mastery by enabling us to 

actually die to any given sin.309 

 

ROMANS 6:15-23— 

   In language and style very similar to Romans 6:1, Paul addresses a second possible 

objection to the matter of grace as it relates to the sin issue—what then? Shall we sin 

because we are not under the law but under grace? (vs. 15).  The question is born out 

of a possible misunderstanding that because you are not under the law, but under 

grace (Romans 6:14), you are basically “law-less” and thus prone to fostering sin.  Paul’s 

answer is again a resounding by no means! (vs. 15). Why this time? Because of who 

Christians now are as compared to who we were—you have been set free from sin and 

have become slaves to righteousness (vs. 18).  “Freedom from the Law does not mean 

freedom from God but freedom for God.”310 

 

• In 6:1-14, Paul responds to an objection that the very abundance of God’s 

grace in Christ encourages sin by arguing that Christ, in fact, sets believers 

free from sin.  In 6:15-23, Paul responds to a similar objection by 

emphasizing the “flip side” of this freedom from sin: slavery to God and to 

 
306  Paul further elaborates this as well—offer every part of yourself to Him as an instrument of 

righteousness (Romans 6:13).  (Righteousness here is not used in the forensic sense in which Paul has 

used it previously but as meaning behavior that pleases God.)   

307 The Greek verbal tense (aorist) likely denotes decisiveness, “a wholehearted and total commitment” 

(Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 258).   

308  See Pickerill, op. cit, pp. 51-53 for additional insight into the process of offering yourself to God, as 

seen in the Old Testament ordination of the priests.   

309 It is crucial that we remember that offering does not involve our old self.  The old self cannot yield to 

God. Only our new self can be yielded to God.  It is also this new self that must be strengthened by the 

Spirit, so that it is strong enough to prompt us to yield (see Romans 12:1-2).    

310 Brunner quoted in Morris, op. cit., pg. 261. 
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righteousness…Christians are “under obligation” to obey their new “master” 

God.311 

 

• Vs. 14 paves the way for Paul to respond to another charge brought again his 

gospel: because he teaches that believers are not under the law, he is again 

encouraging moral anarchy.  It also paves the way for the apostle to explain 

to his audience the true nature of Christian freedom and the choice that faces 

them—either to be slaves to sin or slaves to righteousness.  As far as Paul is 

concerned, there is no intermediate position.312 

 

   He begins his argument by again appealing to what he assumes to be known truth—

don’t you know? (vs. 16)—and then proceeds to outline what must be known, namely, 

that just as human beings are either “in Adam” or “in Christ,” so in life experience people 

are either slaves to sin…[or] slaves to righteousness (vv. 16, 18).   It is a matter of to 

whom you offer yourself, for once you offer yourself to either God or sin (the only two 

possibilities as noted by Kruse)—you are slaves of the one you obey (vs. 16).  He then 

states his overarching premise that answers this second possible objection about grace—

but thanks be to God that…you have come to obey from your heart313 the pattern of 

teaching314 that has now claimed315 your allegiance (vs. 17).  In other words, far from 

being “law-less,” as Christ followers we have made the choice to give ourselves to God; 

obedience, which leads to righteousness (vs. 16) is our destiny.  Obviously, this does 

not mean sinlessness nor even freedom from battling sin, but it does mean “[we] have 

passed from the service of sin into the service of God; [our] business now is to do what 

pleases God, not what sin dictates.”316  

   Paul’s final paragraph (vv. 19-23) reiterates what he has been stating, reminding us 

again that we have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God (vs. 22) and 

the fruit of such “slavery”—the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is 

 
311 Moo, op. cit., pp. 396-397.   

312 Kruse, op. cit., pg. 279.   

313 Our obedience to Christ is deemed a deeply felt, inward commitment, something we do voluntarily and 

sincerely.   

314  The pattern of teaching is a general statement referencing accepted Christian teaching, here 

emphasizing ethics.  It is synonymous with the traditions (1 Corinthians 11:2) and is intended to describe 

that which is to mold our lives.  The content of these teachings/traditions formed the core of early Church 

catechisms.   

315 Paul notes that godliness has claimed us…we have not claimed it.  “The convert’s ‘obedience’ to this 

teaching is the outgrowth of God’s action in ‘handing us over’ to that teaching when we were converted” 

(Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 401).     

316 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 133. 
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eternal life (vs. 22).  He also restates his key imperative—now offer yourselves as 

slaves to righteousness (vs. 19).   

   His opening statement—I am using an example from everyday life because of your 

human limitations317 (vs. 19)—has been variously interpreted.  It is likely best seen as a 

sort of “disclaimer” for using the slave-master analogy because, though it illustrates the 

point well, it does have limitations with reference to being slaves of God.  “Paul was 

evidently uncomfortable at pressing the metaphor of transfer of slave ownership too far; 

the idea of being a mere chattel and object before righteousness did not bring out 

sufficiently the personal character of the relationship with God established by Christ.”318 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
317 Or in your natural selves (sarx).  “Their natural ‘weakness’ or ‘limitations’ must be a reference to their 

fallenness, either in their minds, so that they are dull of perception, or in their characters, so that they are 

vulnerable to temptation and need to be reminded of the obedience to which they have committed 

themselves” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 185).   

318 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 354. 
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ROMANS 7— 

   The core of Romans 7 was covered above.  By way of review— 

 

• We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to 

sin (Romans 7:14).  The problem is not the law; the problem is the sarx as it 

comes into contact with the law—our inability to keep the law, as our 

unredeemable ego meets up with the commandment.  When our sarx meets 

the commandments, it says, “No way!”  It rebels and keeps us in dominion to 

sin.  “The condition of the human heart is such that no law could help it.”319  

Our personalities and appetites are slaves to sin and external codes do not free 

us.   

• The law [is] weakened by the sinful nature… (Romans 8:3).  In defining a 

second reason why we must come out from under the law, Paul notes a 

limitation of the law.  It cannot overpower the sarx; it has no inherent 

energizing ability to curb the sarx—if a law had been given that could 

impart life, then righteousness would certainly have come by the law 

(Galatians 3:21); “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!”…indeed 

have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their 

false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any 

value in restraining sensual indulgence320 (Colossians 2:21, 23). “The law is 

incapable of breaking the power of sin and conquering ‘the flesh,’ so that sin 

might no longer reign in the ‘mortal body’ (Rom. 6:12).”321   Paul reinforces 

this idea in Romans 7:6 by referring to the law as old and written.  By old, he 

means it is insufficient to produce in us the righteousness Jesus demands—by 

 
319 Ladd, op. cit., pg. 550.   

320 Or are of no value, serving only to indulge the flesh (RSV footnote).  “Energetic religious endeavors 

could not hold the sarx in check.  Quite the reverse.  These man-made regulations actually pandered to the 

flesh” (Peter O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, pg. 155).    

321 Ridderbos, op. cit., pg. 143.  “It was necessary for the problem of the flesh, that is, sinful human nature, 

to be dealt with before the requirements of the law could be fulfilled” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 325).   
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calling this covenant “new,” He has made the first one obsolete; and what 

is obsolete and outdated will soon disappear (Hebrews 8:13).  By written, 

Paul means it is rule based and not relationship based and one cannot legislate 

behavior.  “The reason why the Law cannot make sinful people righteous is 

that it is an external code, whereas their sinful hearts need a transforming 

inward power.”322   Rules never produce life.  Try loving God or another 

person because of rules and demands rather than out of heart-felt relationship. 

It creates tension, discord, disappointment and guilt—for the written code 

kills, but the Spirit gives life (2 Corinthians 3:6 [RSV]).323   

• Sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by the commandment, produced in 

me every kind of coveting…for sin, seizing the opportunity afforded by 

the commandment, deceived me, and through the commandment put me 

to death (Romans 7: 8, 11).  Paul’s final reason for our need to be free from 

the law is an outgrowth of his first concern.  External codes arouse the sarx 

and make it all the more rebellious—the power of sin is the law (1 

Corinthians 15:56).  “The relationship of law to sin is that the former is what 

gives the latter its power.” 324   It seems like external codes and laws are 

valuable in controlling behavior, but they only give the sarx opportunity all 

the more to arise, deceive and put us in a death-like state if there is not the 

enablement by grace of the Holy Spirit.  Let someone say to you, “You 

cannot” and guaranteed your sarx will say, “I will.”  We may even get more 

than we bargained for—did that which is good, then, become death to me?  

By no means!  Nevertheless, in order that sin might be recognized as sin, 

it used what is good to bring about my death, so that through the 

commandment sin might become utterly sinful (Romans 7:13, emphasis 

mine).  Have you found this out yet?  If not, try on your own strength to love 

 
322 Ladd, loc. cit.  

323 “The doctrine through which we receive the commandment to lead an abstinent, virtuous life, is the 

letter (written code). This kills unless there is with it the Spirt, which makes alive” (St. Augustine, quoted 

in Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 646).   

324 Fee, op. cit., pg. 806.  “As Lightfoot insisted, ‘definite prohibition is necessary in order to produce 

definite transgression, in whatever form this definite prohibition may be given’” (Richard Longenecker, op. 

cit., pg. 642).   
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God with all your heart and your neighbor as yourself and let us know how far 

you get.   

 

   Romans 7 is typically divided into two sections—vv. 1-6 wherein “Paul argues that a 

person’s bondage to the law must be severed in order that he or she may be put into a 

new relationship”325—and vv. 7-25 wherein he argues that “the law is from God, but that 

it has nevertheless become the unwitting tool of sin.”326  Paul summarizes the essence of 

this second argument in Romans 8:3—what the law was powerless to do because it was 

weakened by the sinful nature, God did by sending His own Son in the likeness of 

sinful humanity to be a sin offering. 

   Romans 7:7-25 has been debated fiercely throughout Church history with little 

consensus of interpretation. The key question is, “Who is ‘I’?”  Of the various 

interpretive possibilities, 327  the most likely is that termed the “rhetorical I” or 

“autobiographical I,” whereby Paul “describes his experience not because it is unique but 

because it is typical—the experience of ‘every person’.”328  “He begins by interpreting 

his own experience in the light of the account in Genesis 3.  But he also assumes that 

every other man’s experience is similar to his own, and so what he says has relevance for 

all men in all periods of history.”329 

   In his journey, Paul describes three phases of wrestling with law— 

• THE HAPPY PAGAN—once330 I was alive apart from the law; but when 

the commandment came,331 sin sprang to life and I died (vs. 9).  This 

describes the person with little or no understanding of God’s principles (law) 

 
325 Moo, op. cit., pg. 406.  This argument uses the analogy of marriage and how the death of one’s spouse 

frees them from the law that sees a subsequent marriage as adulterous.  His key word here in describing our 

relationship to the law is that we are released from it.   

326 Ibid.   

327 See Moo, op. cit., pp. 425-426 for the four prominent views among theologians.  See also Longenecker, 

op. cit., pp. 650-660.   

328 Moo, op. cit., pg. 425.   

329 Newman and Nida quoted in Morris, op. cit., pg. 280.  “In 7:14-25, Paul uses the first-person pronoun 

‘I’ in a ‘gnomic’ or general sense of people who attempt to live out their lives in their own strength, but 

who find in those attempts not only frustration but also spiritual schizophrenia and personal disaster” 

(Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 641).   

330 Once is vague (“at some point in the past”), so we have no indication when this period characterized 

Paul’s life in particular.   

331  The commandment references God’s precepts in general.  Came means, “Came home to Paul’s 

understanding.”     
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and hence no concerted conviction of sin.  It would certainly characterize 

most children.   

o Paul is not alive with the life that the New Testament writers so often 

speak about.  He is alive in the sense that he has never been put to death 

as a result of a confrontation with the law of God.  His lack of remorse 

and his enjoyment of the evil he does make up a sorry imitation of that 

which is life indeed. But Paul is emphasizing that the law puts the sinner 

to death. The person of whom he is writing has not died as a result of a 

confrontation with the law.  In that sense he is alive.332   

 

   “There is no period in life to which a man can look back as the time when he had no 

conscience.  Still, there comes a day when we come rudely up against the demands of the 

moral law.”333   At this point, sin sprang to life and I died (vs. 9), meaning that he came 

to see the seriousness of his own sin; he realized that he was not good and decent before 

God.   

• THE BEWILDERED BELIEVER—I do not understand what I do.  For 

what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do (vs. 15).  Do not 

understand references perplexity as to why he does the exact opposite of 

what he wants.334  Paul sees that his will is in bondage and subservient to sin, 

but he is not certain why and does not yet fully understand why the law is not 

helping. “No wonder Paul opens his explanation with a confession of 

confusion or frustration.”335  This leads to defeat (vs. 23) and despair (vs. 24).  

“Unless there is further enlightenment the believer in this phase of the journey 

toward freedom feels miserable, defeated and wretched…he is…yet under the 

law to some degree.”336 

• THE ENLIGHTENED BELIEVER—now if I do what I do not want to 

do, it is no longer I who do it, but it is sin living in me that does it…what a 

 
332 Morris, op. cit., pg. 281. 

333 Hunter in Morris, loc. cit. 

334 “Paul is conscious of a divided ‘I’ for there is an ‘I’ which wants the good and hates the evil, and there is 

an ‘I’ which acts perversely, doing what is hated and not doing what is wanted.  The conflict is between 

desire and performance; the will is there but the ability is not” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 212).   

335  Dunn, op. cit., pg. 406.  In light of Philippians 3:4-6, this is best explained as being true early in Paul’s 

Christian journey.   

336 Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 72.   
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wretched man I am!337 Who will rescue me from this body of death?338  

Thanks be to God, who delivers me through Jesus Christ our Lord! (vv. 

20, 24-25).  The struggle with sin is no less in this phase, but now Paul 

understands that only Jesus meeting him at his point of need, not law, can 

effectively address the sin issue.  “Paul has simply accepted that there is this 

dimension of the believers’ existence which remains part of this world, a 

dimension where the law’s good is constantly perverted.”339  Who will rescue 

me is not only a cry for eschatological rescue, but a cry for present 

deliverance as well.  Thanks be to God, who delivers me through Jesus 

Christ our Lord indicates Paul “gets it.”  He “gets it” that the struggle will 

continue; he “gets it” that the law will not deliver him; he “gets it” that he is 

dead to sin; and he “gets it” that Jesus makes possible sin not being His master 

by meeting him at the point of his struggle.  He is enlightened rather than 

miserable.   

o As a “struggling but enlightened believer” I am able to conclude, as does 

Paul, that I of myself serve the law of God with my mind, but with my 

flesh I [am constantly tempted to] serve the law of sin.  Such believers no 

longer trust themselves.  They gave that up a long time ago.  They have 

quit trying to be holy and righteous…the believer in this final phase lives 

in grace—unto God.340   

    

    

    

    

    

 

 

 
337 “The farther men advance in the Christian life, and the more mature their discipleship, the clearer 

becomes their perception of the heights to which God calls them, and the more painfully sharp their 

consciousness of the distance between what they ought, and want, to be, and what they are…while it is a 

cry of real and deep anguish, it is not at all a cry of despair” (C.E.B. Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 366).   

338 “Here in this verse appears one of the most sorrowful cries ever uttered by any human being…this cry of 

despair and the call for rescue (vs. 25) express the anguish and yearning of not just Paul alone…it is Paull 

uttering humanity’s cry of its own inability and giving voice to the call for rescue of many spiritually 

sensitive people” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 667).   

339 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 408.   

340 Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 73.   
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ROMANS 8:1-11— 

   The focus of Romans 8 is the Spirit’s ministry in assuring us that our relationship with 

God is secure and settled by receiving justification by grace through faith—from no 

condemnation (vs. 1) to nothing will be able to separate us from the love of God that 

is in Christ Jesus our Lord (vs. 39).  Paul also shows how “the Spirit battles against and 

conquers the hostility and power of the flesh, rescues the believer from captivity to sin 

and death, and accomplishes what the law itself could not do.”341    

• Romans 8 is without doubt one of the best-known, best-loved chapters of the 

Bible…Paul’s preoccupation is with the work of the Spirit…in the first twenty-

seven verses of chapter 8 He is referred to nineteen times by name.  The 

essential contrast which Paul paints is between the weakness of the law and 

the power of the Spirit.  For over against indwelling sin, which is the reason 

the law is unable to help us in our moral struggle, Paul now sets the 

indwelling Spirit, who is both our liberator now from “the law of sin and 

death” (8:2) and the guarantee of resurrection and eternal glory in the end 

(8:11, 17, 23).342 

 

   Therefore, there is now343 no condemnation344 (vs. 1) clearly shows that God does 

not pronounce His judgment of wrath against those who are in Christ Jesus (vs. 1).345  

In addition, the authority and influence of the Spirit appropriating Christ’s work has freed 

us and enables us to defeat sin’s mastery—through Christ Jesus the law of the Spirit 

who gives life346 has set you free from the law of sin and death (vs. 2)—something the 

law was powerless to do because it was weakened by the sinful nature (vs. 3).  Paul 

also states the purpose of God…sending His own Son…[to condemn] sin in human 

 
341 Moo, op. cit., pg. 471. 

342 Stott, op. cit., pg. 216.   

343 Now emphasizes that believers are free from both God’s current wrath and His eschatological wrath.   

344 Though God does not condemn us, we often live with a sense of condemnation as our conscience or the 

devil brings an offense to our attention with fear of punishment and no sense of forgiveness; it is a vague 

sense of failure and instills fear.   

345 The additional relative clause found in the NKJV—who do not walk according to the flesh, but 

according to the Spirit—is based on weak textual evidence and is best omitted, as it is in most modern 

English versions.   

346 Or the principles by which the life-giving Spirit works.   
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flesh (vs. 3), namely—in order that the righteous requirement of the law347 might be 

fully met in us (vs. 4).  “In Him we in our measure begin to live the kind of life that God 

would have us live…able to attain a standard we could never reach in our own 

strength.”348   

   Paul’s definition of believers at this point is important—we are those who do not live 

according to the sinful nature but according to the Spirit349 (vs. 4).  Note Bruce— 

 

• Since believers are no longer “in the flesh” but “in the Spirit,” they should no 

longer live “according to the flesh” but “according to the Spirit” (Romans 

8:4f, 12 f).  They have exchanged their unregenerate outlook (“the mind of the 

flesh”) for that which is proper to the children of God (“the mind of the 

Spirit”); it is their duty henceforth to “make no provision for the flesh, to 

gratify its desires” (Romans 8:5-7; 13:14)…the Spirit is the sanctifying 

agency in the lives of believers: he wages perpetual warfare against the flesh, 

but he is more powerful than the flesh, and can put the flesh progressively out 

of action in those lives which are yielded to his control.350    

 

   Bruce is describing what Paul refers to as living351…according to the Spirit (vs. 4)—

the believer’s modus vivendi or life level.352  When we talk about living according to the 

Spirit then, we are talking about how we go about our life-style on a daily basis353—a 

life-style that is to be within the realm of the Spirit, clearly recognizing that He is also its 

Source.354  “It is clear that Paul conceives of the Spirit as a new indwelling power that 

manifests itself in conduct. The new life is the gift of the Spirit (2 Cor. 3:6; Gal. 6:25), 

 
347 “Believers fulfill the law in the sense that they do have a real faith in God (which is the law’s basic 

demand), in the sense that their lives are definitely turned in the direction of obedience, that they do 

sincerely desire to obey and are earnestly striving to advance ever nearer to perfection” (C.E.B. Cranfield, 

op. cit., pg. 384). Paul also means that the Spirit enables us to actually experience and reflect God’s 

righteousness (right-ness) in our lives (cf. Romans 3:21-22).  This includes, among other things, the ability 

to love and serve God and others with all our being (Mark 12:28-34). 

348 Morris, op. cit., pg. 304.   

349 That is in accordance with all the Spirit means and represents.  “The reference to Christian behavior 

in this phrase shows that Paul does not separate the ‘fulfillment’ of the law from the lifestyle of Christians” 

(Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 485).   

350 Bruce, Colossians, pp. 206, 210.   

351 Or walking.   

352 “To ‘walk according to the Spirit,’ is to live under the control, and according to the values, of the ‘new 

age,’ created and dominated by God’s Spirit as his eschatological gift” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 485).   

353 “The word translated ‘walk’ in Romans 8:4 is peripateo, which literally means to walk around.  It has to 

do with one going about his daily business” (Don Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 83).   

354 At the risk of sounding overly basic, let’s remember that to walk in the Spirit is the same as to live in 

Christ Jesus.  Fixing our eyes on to Jesus, the Pioneer and Perfecter of faith (Hebrews 12:2) is a 

reminder that we must never separate a walk in the Spirit from the Person of Jesus Christ, whose earthly 

life perfectly modeled this life-style for us.   
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and this life evidences itself in the ‘fruit of the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:20), which Paul interprets in 

terms of Christian virtues.”355 “The Christian is not a man who adds a number of good 

deeds to his life, he is a man who has received the gift of a new life which then grows and 

develops.”356  

   Those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds357 set on what the 

Spirit desires (vs. 5) gives us a basic truth we must practice if we are going to live in 

accordance with the Spirit on a daily basis—namely, fundamental to living according to 

the Spirit is setting our attitudes in the direction of the Spirit…fully embracing His life 

and perspectives. This is not a static (positional) state but a fluctuating condition, the 

opposite also being possible for a believer—those who live according to the sinful 

nature have their minds set on what that nature desires (vs. 5).  Having your mind set 

on what the Spirit desires comes through study and meditation of His Word and through 

prayer, as we come to Him and say— 

• I am Yours, Lord. Reflect Yourself in my thoughts and inner attitudes. Help me 

to know Your Word and Your thoughts, that I might think like You think. Let 

me draw today on the powers of the new self within. Let me remember the 

truths I know, that I might practice them.  Let me think and act like what I 

truly am—a child of God, whose life is hidden in Christ.   

 

   The result of each mind-set is also stated—the mind controlled 358  by the sinful 

nature is death,359 but the mind controlled by the Spirit360 is life and peace361 (vs. 6).  

Regarding life and peace, Pickerill notes— 

• A walk in the Spirit makes people glad they are alive.  Life comes to make 

sense, to be worthwhile, and to be lived at the level it was meant to be lived.  

Why is this the case?  The answer is simple. Life is no longer lived from the 

standpoint of striving and struggling. Our spirits are not disquieted because 

we realize that Jesus has done everything.  Suddenly we say, “What do we 

 
355 Ladd, op. cit., pg. 562.   

356 Lloyd-Jones, D.M., Expository Sermons on 2 Peter, The Banner of Truth Trust, Carlisle, PA, 1999 

reprint, pg. 229.   

357 Mind refers to our inner attitudes.  “It is a question of what preoccupies us, of the ambitions which drive 

us and the concerns which engross us, of how we spend our time and our energies, of what we concentrate 

on and give ourselves up to” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 223).   

358 Or governed.   

359 It is observed that a mind set on the sinful nature is often not detected until “death-dynamics” become 

evident.   

360 “Paul implies that the mind controlled by the Spirit does submit to God’s law” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 

331).   

361 This is a reference to both current and eschatological life and peace. 
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have to ‘sweat’ about?  For what have we been laboring all this time?  It is 

not doing us any good.”  So, we cease the struggle, yield to the Spirit, and in 

come peace, inner quietness, trust, and a knowledge that all is well in the 

Lord Jesus.  A natural consequence of this is that we cease to upset everybody 

around us.  We cease demanding and enter into peaceful relationships with 

other people.  Does this make a difference?  Indeed it does.  It changes our 

daily lifestyle.  Freedom prevails in all we do with God, ourselves and 

others.362   
 

   Furthermore, Paul reminds us how self-serving the sarx is—the sinful mind363  is 

hostile to God; it does not submit to God’s law, nor can it do so.  Those controlled 

by the sinful nature364 cannot please God (vv. 7-8).    “Those who allow the direction 

of their lives to be determined by their fallen nature are, so long as they do so, unable to 

please God, because they are fundamentally hostile to Him and opposed to His will.”365 

   Paul next reminds us of the only Source of freedom from mastery by the sarx—you are 

not controlled by the sinful nature but are in the Spirit, if indeed the Spirit of God 

lives in you (vs. 9)366—and reminds us of our status as believers and some benefits that 

brings—though your body is subject to death because of sin,367 the Spirit gives life368 

because of righteousness369…[and] life to your mortal bodies370 (vv. 10-11).   

 

ROMANS 8:12-17— 

   Paul’s next paragraph (vv. 12-13) returns to day-to-day life consequences of being 

indwelt by the Spirit and heirs of His benefits—therefore, brothers and sisters, we 

have an obligation—but it is not to the sinful nature, to live according to it… 

but…by the Spirit [to] put to death the misdeeds of the body (vv. 12-13).  “Like freed 

slaves who might, out of habit, obey their old masters even after being released—

‘legally’ and ‘positionally’—from them, so we Christians can still listen to and heed the 

 
362 Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 87.   

363 Or the mind that is set on the flesh (sarx [NRSV]).   

364 The TNIV better reflects Paul’s intent than the NRSV—those who are in the flesh—because he is not 

talking position in this context (“in the flesh” vs. “in the Spirit”) but life-style dynamic.   See also vs. 9.   

365 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 387. 

366 If indeed the Spirit of God lives in you is better translated by the NRSV—since the Spirit of God 

dwells in you.  The Greek construction states a fact, not a possibility.  “The Spirit is not an occasional 

visitor; he takes up residence in God’s people” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 308).   

367 We die physically as one consequence of sin. 

368 Life here references eternal life that is the result of our justification (righteousness).   

369 Righteousness here references our justification and the subsequent sanctified life that should follow.   

370 Life to your mortal bodies references our future immortal physical bodies.   
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voice of that old master of ours, the flesh.”371   But we ought not live according to the 

sarx…and we have the ability by God’s grace to not do so.  Again, the difference is 

between a daily “death-like” or “eternal life-like” existence. 

   In vv. 14-17, “Paul chooses to transpose his exposition from the antithesis between 

Spirit and flesh to the correlatives Spirit and sonship.”372  He begins by noting that having 

one’s whole life determined by the Spirit is a distinguishable mark of being a child of 

God—for373 those who are led by the Spirit of God are the children of God (vs. 

14).374   “The daily, hourly putting to death of the schemings and enterprises of the sinful 

flesh by means of the Spirit is a matter of being led, directed, impelled, controlled by the 

Spirit.”375   Paul next notes that this sonship dynamic the Spirit makes possible is not one 

of bondage—the Spirit you received does not make you slaves, so that you live in fear 

again376 (vs. 15); rather, sonship wrought by the Spirit brings about intimate adoption—

the Spirit you received brought about your adoption to sonship. And by Him we cry, 

“Abba,377 Father” (vs. 15).  The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are 

God’s children (vs. 16) shows that “we have not only the status, but the heart of sons”378 

and that “conversion [is] as much as anything else a liberation of the emotions.”379 

   The final sentence of the paragraph—if we are children, then we are heirs—heirs of 

God and co-heirs with Christ,380 if indeed we share in His sufferings381 in order that 

we may also share in His glory (vs. 17)—shows that experiencing difficulty is part of 

the saving purpose of God.  The remainder of Romans 8 is Paul’s development of how 

this works in our lives.   

 
371 Moo, op. cit., pg. 494.  

372 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 458.   

373 “The postpositive conjunction gar, which appears at the beginning of 8:14, is used not to introduce an 

explanation but simply to connect these additional proclamation statements of 8:14-17 with the material set 

out in 8:1-13” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 702).   

374 This is a distinguishing sign, a result, not the basis of being God’s child.   

375 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 395.   

376 This slavery marked by fear most likely references life under the law.   

377  Abba is an Aramaic term of intimacy “given its particular resonance by Jesus himself (Mark 

14:36)…and implied [in it] is the same sort of intimacy as Jesus’ own use of the word indicates” (James D. 

G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 461).   

378 Denney, op. cit., pg. 648. 

379 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 462.   

380 This is a title of dignity, the exact nature of which is left undefined but which assures us of “our place in 

the heavenly family where he is the Son” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 371).   

381 Sufferings is generic, indicating everything from the realities of life on a fallen planet to spiritual 

warfare to the relentless struggle with sin and the law.   
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ROMANS 8:18-30— 

   In this section, Paul continues the thought of Romans 8:17b—[we are] heirs of God 

and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we share in His sufferings in order that we may 

also share in His glory—noting how the Christian can maintain hope for eternal life in 

the face of suffering and death.  “In a sense, what Paul is saying in vv. 18-30 is that the 

Christian must go the way of his Lord.”382   

   He begins by noting that “the present and visible can be understood only in the light of 

the future and invisible”383—I consider that our present sufferings384 are not worth 

comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us385 (vs. 18).  Carrying on with his 

chain of reasoning, Paul next notes that the [subhuman] creation waits in eager 

expectation for the children of God to be revealed…[so as to] be liberated from its 

bondage to decay (vv. 19, 21), that is for the “not yet” to arrive with the kingdom’s 

consummation.  And why is it waiting?  Because the Fall and subsequent Curse affected 

it too—for the creation was subjected to futility,386 not of its own will but by the will 

of Him who subjected it in hope (vs. 20 [RSV]).  “Paul’s thought is clearly that creation 

itself must be redeemed in order that redeemed man may have a fitting environment.”387    

 
382 Moo, op. cit., pg. 509. 

383 Leenhardt quoted in Moo, op. cit., pg. 511. 

384  Sufferings “are not only those ‘trials’ that are endured directly because of confession of Christ 

(persecution), but encompass the whole gamut of suffering, including things such as illness, bereavement, 

hunger, financial reverses, and death itself” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 511).   See also 2 Corinthians 4:17.   

385 The glory that will be revealed in us “may mean that in the coming age all that is involved in our 

being ‘sons of God’ will become apparent and that this will be a revelation in us as well as to us” (Leon 

Morris, op. cit., pg. 320).   

386 Or frustration (TNIV); vanity (KJV).  “Romans 8:20 gives us Paul’s commentary on life after the Fall.  

When sin entered the world, creation became subject to futility.  The Greek word translated futility (RSV) is 

mataiotes, which means emptiness, futility, purposelessness, transitoriness, frustration or folly…in that a 

major part of creation is obviously people, Paul in essence is describing what it means for a person to live 

so as to draw life from this creation” (Don Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 76).   

387 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 471.  “Here in 8:20b-21, as based primarily on the good news of the Christian gospel, 

Paul extends that promised hope for God’s people to include all of God’s creation—apart, of course, from 

the fallen angels and from people who have rejected Christ and so have refused God’s salvation” (Richard 

Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 723).   
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   Summing up his thoughts in vv. 20-21, Paul notes—we know 388  that the whole 

creation has been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to the present time 

(vs. 22).  He then segues to the fact that we ourselves…groan inwardly as we wait 

eagerly for our adoption, the redemption of our bodies (vs. 23).  “For our mortal 

bodies to be quickened [we] wait and sigh, and the inextinguishable hope, born of the 

Spirit dwelling in [us], guarantees its own fulfillment.”389   

   In the same way, the Spirit helps390 us in our weakness (vs. 26) references the fact 

that we are not the only ones groaning.391 The Spirit is groaning too by interced[ing] for 

us through wordless groans392  (vs. 26). He gives us aid needed to see us through 

sufferings because we do not know what we ought to pray for (vs. 26).  “Paul is 

referring to the fact that we who are Christians are not the spiritual giants we would like 

to be (and sometimes imagine we are).  We are weak, and left to ourselves we will 

always be in trouble.”393  And what makes His interceding so effective?  The Spirit 

intercedes for God’s people in accordance with the will of God (vs. 27).  “The Spirit’s 

groan is a highly successful one…He groans according to the will of God.  This puts us 

‘right on target.’  He moves us in the direction of glory.  We are not headed only for 

suffering; we are being led on to glory through the suffering!”394   

  Vv. 28-30 are continuative, showing that during our time of suffering we not only have 

the Spirit interceding for us, but we have God’s plan and purpose working on our 

behalf—we know395 that in all things God works for the good396 of those who love 

 
388 “How Christians know this Paul does not say.  Perhaps we may say that the Christian consciousness of 

sin and redemption is in contact with the ultimate realities of the universe, and that no interpretation of 

nature can be true but one which, like this, is in essential harmony with it” (James Denney, op. cit., pg. 

650). 

389 Ibid. 

390 Helps (Greek, sunantilambanomai) connotes the idea of helping carry the load imposed by our limited 

ability to pray.   

391 See Moo, op. cit., pg. 523 for an alternate view of what is being compared here.     

392 Wordless groans is not “praying in tongues.”  As to who is doing the actual uttering, Moo notes that 

“the ‘groans’ are probably the believer’s own, inspired and directed by the Spirit.  Paul’s reference may 

then be to those times when, in the perplexity of our ignorance, we call out to God in ‘content-less’ 

groans—whether expressed out loud or kept to ourselves” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 524).  “Wordless 

groans suggests the intercession is silent and not oral as is speaking in tongues” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 

352).   

393 Morris, op. cit., pg. 326.   

394 Pickerill, op. cit., pg. 100.  “There is also, Paul asserts in these verses, an intercessor ‘in the heart,’ the 

Spirit of God, who effectively prays to the Father on our behalf throughout the difficulties and uncertainties 

of our lives here on earth” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 527).   

395 Or we generally recognize as true.   
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Him, who have been called397 according to His purpose (vs. 28).  All things is generic, 

referencing anything in life, even our sin.  The good is best understood as “redemptive 

good,” that is, our further maturation as God uses sufferings to conform [us] to the 

image of His Son (vs. 29).  “Nothing can harm believers in the deepest sense of the 

word…but rather all things which may happen to them…serve to help them on their way 

to salvation, confirming their faith and drawing them closer to the Master…because God 

is in control of all things.”398   

   As the Author of our salvation, the depth of God’s purpose (control) for believers is 

then reiterated; Paul describes His commitment to us and His process of working in all 

things through the use of five important verbs—foreknew…predestined…called 

…justified…glorified (vv. 29-30).399    

 

• Foreknowledge is simply the design of the eternalness of God’s plan.  The 

fact that God has foreknowledge means that He knows everything and He has 

a plan…predestination means that God guarantees the plan.  He not only 

knows the eternal purpose, but He guarantees that it is carried out.  The 

Greek word which is here translated predestined is proorizein.  It carries the 

idea of setting limits. I like to view it as God driving great stakes into history.  

History can go so far and no farther…called…God’s call in our lives is the 

temporal execution of the eternal plan…hence, the call is basically the 

definition of our condition as God currently sees us…we are saints (Greek 

hagioi—holy ones) in virtue of our call…justification basically means that 

God wants to reverse everything that is against us.  It means that we stand in 

a right relationship with God.  We have been made accepted in the Beloved.  

We are acquitted…and glorification. The most interesting aspect about 

glorification in this passage is that the Greek verb is in the past tense.  He 

glorified us.  Why the past tense?  The answer is simple—God is eternal; there 

is no beginning or end with Him.  He is Alpha and Omega.  We pass through 

these various stages in our experience, but in God’s sight all is complete.  We 

are already as it were glorified in His mind.400 

 
396 Or we know that God causes all things to work together for good (NASB); we know that all things 

work together for good (NKJV).  See Moo, op. cit., pp. 527-528 for the technicalities and nuances behind 

each option.   

397 That is, born again.   

398 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 428.   

399 “Paul here elaborates what he meant in verse 28 by God’s ‘purpose’, according to which he has called us 

and is working everything together for our good.  He traces God’s good and saving purpose through five 

stages from its beginning in his mind to its consummation in the coming glory” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., 

pg. 248).  Unfortunately, some of these terms are explosive and highly debated in biblical scholarship.  See 

Moo, op. cit., 531-537 or Morris, op. cit., pp. 332-334 for insights into the debate.   

400 Pickerill, op. cit., pp. 103-104.  “Everyone who is eventually saved can only ascribe his salvation, from 

the first step to the last, to God’s favour and act.  Human merit must be excluded; and this can only be by 



 80 

 

• Scholars are fond of using the inelegant phrase “already…not yet” to 

describe an essential dimension of NT teaching: while “already” redeemed, 

justified, reconciled to God, and so on, the believer has “not yet” been 

glorified, released from temptation and suffering, and the like.  Nowhere in 

the NT is this tension as clear as in this paragraph and nowhere is the 

solution to that tension more clearly expressed. God’s intention, Paul 

emphasizes, is to bring to glory every person who has been justified by faith in 

Jesus Christ.  Our assurance of ultimate victory rests on this promise of God 

to us.  But Paul, ever the realist, knows that that ultimate victory may lie many 

years ahead—years that might be filled with pain, anxiety, distress, and 

disaster.401  

 

 

ROMANS 8:31-39— 

   Then (vs. 31) indicates Paul is drawing a conclusion, a conclusion most scholars feel 

summarizes the entire epistle to this point (Romans 1:1-8:30 being the antecedent of 

these things [vs. 31]).  And what is his conclusion?  If402 God is for us, who can be 

against us?403 (vs. 32).  The implied answer to this rhetorical question is, “No one or no 

thing,”404 for He who did not spare His own Son, but gave Him up for us all—how 

will He not also…graciously give us all things (connected with salvation, including 

glorification [vs. 32])?  “Since God has done the unspeakably great and costly thing, we 

may be fully confident that He will do what is by comparison far less.” 405   This 

confidence includes the assurance that nothing shall separate us from the love of Christ 

(vs. 35) and that in all [sufferings and distresses]406 we are more than conquerors407 

through Him who loved us (vs. 37).  “If God takes the side of the defendant, no amount 

of evidence for the prosecution can procure an adverse verdict…furthermore nothing in 

 
tracing back the work far beyond the obedience which evidences, or even the faith which appropriates, 

salvation” (C.J. Vaughan quoted in Stott, op. cit., pg. 250).   

401 Moo, op. cit., pg. 536. 

402 If translates the Greek, ei . “The ei here states what Paul is altogether convinced is a fact as the ground 

of the confidence expressed in the following rhetorical question” (C.E.B. Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 435).   

403 That is against us with any degree of success in terms of thwarting our salvation or God’s ultimate 

purpose for our lives.  See also vs. 33. 

404 This is the intent behind the list of specifics in vv. 35-39.   

405 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 436.   

406 “Possibly a Hebraism, meaning ‘despite all these sufferings and distresses’” (F. F. Bruce, op. cit., pg. 

171).   

407 More than conquerors “emphasizes that believers not only ‘conquer’ such adversities…but under the 

providential hand of God, they even work toward our ‘good’” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 544).     
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the course of time, nor in the expanses of space, nothing in the whole universe can sever 

the children of God from their Father’s love, secured to them in Christ”408 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
408 Bruce, Romans, pg. 169, 171.  “The enumeration of potential obstacles to God’s never-ending love for 

people who are ‘in Christ Jesus’…gives to Paul’s affirmation what Archibald Robertson has called ‘a kind 

of solemn dignity’” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 759).   



 82 

Gary Matsdorf 

New Hope Christian College 

Romans & Galatians—NT323 

Handout #14 

 

ROMANS 9-11— 

   It is quite clear that Paul now turns a major corner.409  What would most likely be 

expected next is what he resumes with chapter 12, “exhortations to solidify and apply his 

theology.”410  Some scholars are not quite sure just what to do with these three chapters, 

seeing them as a periphery or a parenthesis with respect to Paul’s larger purpose.  Not so 

Morris. 

• Paul has completed a massive argument by the end of chapter 8 [but] 

important considerations remain to be treated.  In the “thesis” of this letter 

Paul not only spoke of the gospel as “the power of God for salvation” but 

also said it was “to the Jew first” (1:16-17).  He has not yet shown what this 

means. Again, for his doctrine of justification and sanctification Paul has 

consistently appealed to the Old Testament as sacred Scripture…and in that 

Scripture the Jews appear as God’s chosen people.  How can he establish a 

system of salvation for Gentiles on the basis of the Scripture that gives a 

special place to Jews? If the place of the Jews as set forth in the Old 

Testament does not agree with the justification Paul sees in the Old 

Testament, then his position can scarcely stand. Paul’s whole argument 

demands an examination of the Jewish question…for if God cannot bring his 

ancient people into salvation, how do Christians know that he can save them?  

Will the Christian salvation also be superseded one day?411 

 

   Notes Moo, “These chapters contribute to Paul’s exposition of the gospel by showing 

that it provides fully for God’s promises to Israel, when those promises are rightly 

understood…he insists against the presumption of many Gentiles in the community, that 

the gospel does not signal the abandonment of Israel.”412 

 

 

 
409 “Sanday and Hedlam note, ‘The difficulties of the ninth chapter of Romans are so great that few will 

ever be satisfied that they have really understood it’—which may be one of the more obvious 

understatements ever uttered by biblical scholars” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 801).   

410 Moo, op. cit., pg. 547.   

411 Morris, op. cit., pp. 343-344. 

412  Moo, op. cit., pg. 551, 553.  “In Romans 9-11, Paul deals with the fact that many of his Jewish 

contemporaries rejected his gospel and the inferences that some of them might draw from this fact, that is, 

his gospel denies God’s faithfulness to Israel, does away with her special place in the purposes of God, and 

therefore implies that God’s word has failed” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 366).   
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ROMANS 9:1-5— 

   Paul begins the section by affirming his great personal anguish over what has happened 

spiritually to Israel 413  in rejecting Messiah—I have great sorrow and unceasing 

anguish414 in my heart415 (vs. 2).  He is not a bitter renegade nor does his ministry to the 

Gentiles mean he is anti-Jewish.  Paul is so concerned that the Romans believe him that 

he notes that Christ and the Holy Spirit affirm his sorrow and anguish—I speak the 

truth in Christ—I am not lying, my conscience confirms it through the Holy Spirit 

(vs. 1).  He then goes on to further explain, noting—for416 I could wish that I myself 

were cursed and cut off from Christ417 for the sake of my people, those of my own 

race, the people of Israel (vv. 3-4).  I could wish “is Paul’s way of expressing his deep 

desire to do something for Israel…an impossible wish…and yet the expression brings out 

Paul’s deep concern for his fellow-Jews.” 418    He then notes some privileges and 

promises God gave Israel (vv. 4-5), “privileges which include ‘everything on which the 

faith of the Church is based, from which it draws sustenance.’  Their recital serves at the 

same time to underline the sadness of the Jews’ present unbelief.”419  He culminates with 

the statement—from them is traced the human ancestry of the Messiah, who is God 

over all, forever praised!420  Amen (vs. 5).    

 

ROMANS 9:6-13— 

   Israel’s collective rejection of Messiah now leads Paul to address the matter of God’s 

covenant promises to her should some wonder about their integrity and who is culpable in 

Israel not receiving Jesus as Messiah. It is certainly not God nor His promises that are 

culpable—it is not as though God’s word421 had failed (vs. 1).  To think so is to 

completely misunderstand Israel’s history, to whom it is God addressed His promises and 

who it is that embraces/has embraced the promises. Paul’s conclusion?  Not all who are 

 
413 This would be Israel as a collective whole, not every Jew.   

414 Or endless pain.   

415 Or in the depths of my emotions.   

416 For (Greek, gar) is explanatory. 

417 Or eternally damned.   

418 Morris, op. cit., pg. 347.  

419 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 459.   

420 Or from them, according to the flesh, comes the Messiah, who is over all, God blessed forever 

(NRSV).  See Morris, op. cit., pp. 349-350 for the technicalities behind the two possible renderings.   

421 God’s word references all His promises to Israel, not the Bible as a whole.      
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descended from Israel are Israel.422 Nor because they are his descendants are they 

all Abraham’s children (vv. 6-7).  In other words, not every ethnic descendent of 

Abraham was intended to be the recipient of God’s promises; furthermore, among those 

for whom they were intended, not everyone embraced them.  He then examples his 

premise by way of a contrast between Isaac and Ishmael (vv. 7-9) and Jacob and Esau 

(vv. 10-13),423 concluding that it is not the natural children who are God’s children, 

but it is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abraham’s offspring (vs. 

8). “Has God’s word gone awry?  No indeed, says Paul. The present condition of Israel 

reproduces a pattern of divine action and human response which has been unfolded often 

enough in the past.  Some have always opened their hearts to God’s revelation, while 

others have hardened theirs.”424  “Paul demolishes the position that the whole Jewish 

nation would be saved.”425   

   Having established that “it is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned” 

(rather than Ishmael [vs. 7]), Paul now moves down one patriarchal generation to Isaac’s 

posterity,426 so as “to develop further his distinction between an ethnic and a spiritual 

Israel”427 and further show that God is not culpable with reference to Israel’s failure to 

embrace Messiah; He has always been the initiator and Israel the responder,428 i.e., His 

selection of Jacob over Esau contrary to ethnic tradition or anything either had done—

before the twins were born or had done anything good or bad429—in order that 

 
422 There is a “spiritual Israel” (or remnant) within ethnic Israel.  Because the Jewish contention revolved 

around being a descendent of Abraham, Paul broadens the argument by addressing Abraham’s other 

descendents such as the Ishmaelites.   

423 “Ishmael and Esau were not excluded from the mercy of God and both received blessing…but the 

nations they represented were not the people to whom God would give his revelation, to whom he would 

send his Son, the Messiah” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pp. 353-354).   

424 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 177.   

425 Morris, op. cit., pp. 351-352.  “The fact that at the present time the majority of Jews stand outside the 

inner circle of election, which is the Israel within Israel, is, since it conforms to the pattern of the working 

out of God’s purpose from the beginning, no proof of the failure of that purpose” (C.E.B. Cranfield, op. 

cit., pg. 471).   

426 Not only that (vs. 10). 

427 Moo, op. cit., pg. 578.   

428 And by insinuation Israel often responded poorly. 

429 Paul’s quote of Malachi 1:2-3—just as it is written: “Jacob I loved, but Esau I hated” (vs. 13)—does 

not contradict this statement.  Vs. 11 seemingly references their intrinsic value as men and vs. 13 God’s 

acceptance of Israel but rejection of Edom as His covenant people and heirs of His promises.  “This bald 

statement sounds shocking in Christian ears and cannot possibly be taken literally…so several suggestions 

for softening the statements have been proposed…perhaps the best [suggestion] is to understand the 

antithesis as a Hebrew idiom for preference” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 267).    
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God’s purpose in election might stand: not by works430 but by Him who calls—she 

was told, “The older will serve the younger” (vv. 11-12).  “Nothing human binds 

God…as Hunter puts it, ‘claims as of right on God, whether based on birth or on works, 

are futile’.”431 

 

ROMANS 9:14-29— 

   Paul once again realizes that he has a possible conundrum—what then shall we say?  

Is God unjust? Not at all! (vs. 14; cf. Genesis 18:25)—and takes a bit of a detour (vv. 

14-29) reverting to his diatribe style of earlier in the letter.  “The doctrine of God’s free 

choice thus defined sounds very arbitrary.”432 “The process of showing that the pattern of 

God’s dealings with contemporary Israel is consistent with the pattern of His dealings 

with the patriarchs raises the question whether God’s ways have not all along been 

unjust.”433  “If God decides apart from anything in the human being whom he will choose 

and whom he will reject, how can he still be ‘righteous’ (v. 14)—and how can he blame 

people if they reject him (v. 19)?”434  The section is once again theologically difficult 

with diverse interpretations.435   

   The first grounds for Paul’s not at all! in response to accusations that God is unjust 

finds its origin in God’s personhood and His high value in demonstrating mercy—for436 

He says to Moses, “I will have mercy on whom I have mercy, and I will have 

compassion on whom I have compassion” (vs. 15, quoting Exodus 33:19).  God’s 

righteousness (integrity) must be measured by this standard for mercy is a core aspect of 

God’s personhood.     

 
430 Not by works stresses God’s divine initiative and the fact that His purpose is not dependent on people’s 

response.   

431 Morris, op. cit., pg. 355.    

432 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 561. 

433 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 471.   

434 Moo, op. cit., pg. 590.  

435 “Throughout these chapters we must bear in mind what Paul is doing and not complain because he is not 

answering the questions we would like him to answer…he was arguing with first-century Jews, not modern 

Westerners.  This will account for the omission of some things that we would like to see dealt with.  Thus 

Paul argues for God’s absolute freedom and does not address himself to the measure in which we have 

freedom or how our freedom relates to God’s freedom…Paul is not discussing our freedom at all.  He 

neither affirms nor denies that we are free” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pp. 357-358).  A number of Church 

fathers attributed this section to someone other than Paul.   

436 For (Greek, gar) is both causal and explanatory.   
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• Paul understood Exod 11.19b as an assertion not of an absolute freedom of 

an indeterminate will of God distinct from His merciful will but of the 

freedom of God’s mercy…not an unqualified will moving now in one 

direction, now in another, capriciously, but the merciful will of God…free to 

fulfil its own purposes and altogether independent of men’s deserving.437  

 

   Conclusion?  It438 does not, therefore, depend on human desire or effort, but on 

God’s mercy (vs. 16).   No human effort can save us; when the dust of our efforts settles, 

we are still in condemnation.  We are saved totally by God’s mercy.   

   Paul’s second grounds against the accusation is God unjust? is found in Pharaoh,439 

whom God raised up on the scene of human history to demonstrate His power and further 

His purpose of global evangelism—“I raised you up for this very purpose, that I 

might display My power in you and that My name might be proclaimed in all the 

earth” (vs. 17).440  Far from being unjust, God uses even His opponents in bringing about 

His saving purposes.  “Within God’s purpose, Pharaoh’s obduracy served as the foil to 

set off God’s redemptive power…the sensitive reader might already recognize the 

implication that Israel’s rejection of the gospel was to be explained in a similar way.”441 

   The remainder of this section (vv. 19-29) continues the diatribe by addressing two 

questions/objections with reference to vv. 14-18—one of you will say to me: “Then 

why does God still blame us?  For who is able to resist His will?” (vs. 19).  Paul’s 

answer will likely be less than satisfactory to moderns in that he never answers the 

questions!  To Paul they are somewhat illegitimate, so instead he turns in the direction of 

“Remember who God is and who you are not!”—but who are you, a mere human 

being, to talk back to God? (vs. 20).  He is not censoring sincerely questioning God 

when faced with such a theological quandary, but rather “the attitude of the creature 

presuming to judge the ways of the creator.”442  God is ultimately answerable to no one, 

and like Job (Job 38-41), our understanding of Him and His ways is at best limited—does 

 
437 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 472. 

438 It references the experiencing of God’s mercy for salvation.   

439 “Let us notice that neither here nor anywhere else is God said to harden anyone who had not first 

hardened himself” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 361).   

440 See Morris, op. cit., pp. 361-362 on the complexities of Paul’s theological conclusion—therefore God 

has mercy on whom He wants to have mercy, and He hardens whom He wants to harden (vs. 18).   

441 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 563.   

442 Moo, op. cit., pg. 602.   
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not the potter have the right to make out of the same lump of clay some pottery for 

noble purposes and some for disposal of refuse? (vs. 21).443   

   Vv. 22-23 are extremely difficult for a number of reasons, including obscurities in the 

Greek text that make translating it lack certainty.  What Paul seems to be saying—what if 

God, although444 choosing to show His wrath and make His power known, bore with 

great patience the objects of His wrath—prepared445 for destruction?  What if He 

did this to make the riches of His glory known to the objects of His mercy (vv. 22-

23)—is that God’s overriding purpose in history is that of mercy and “this is to be 

discerned in his wrath as well as his longsuffering.”446  “God works with those who are 

not in positive relationship with him to display in greater degree his own nature and 

power.”447   

   Paul closes the section by elaborating specifically who the objects of His mercy448 

are—us, whom He called, not only from the Jews but also from the Gentiles (vs. 24).  

He supports Gentile inclusion in the salvation promises of God with quotes from Hosea 

2:23 and 1:10, contextually applying “My people” to believing Gentiles, rather than 

those from the ten tribes of Israel as in Hosea.  He then clarifies that from the Jews 

includes only the believing remnant, as noted in Isaiah 10:22-23 (vv. 27-28), and 

concludes by reminding Israel—“Unless the Lord Almighty had left us descendants, 

we would have become like Sodom, we would have been like Gomorrah” (vs. 29, 

quoting Isaiah 1:9).  “It is a strong statement of the unworthiness of the nation and leaves 

no grounds for complacency.”449 

 

 

 
443 Some pottery for noble purposes and some for disposal of refuse references the fact that individuals 

and nations are put to different uses by God throughout history.  Regarding the theology of this statement, 

Longenecker notes that “”Paul argues that…a question as to why God does what he does in his selection of 

some people and his rejection of other people is far too inappropriate a question to ever be asked” (Richard 

Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 819).   

444 Or because He chose.   

445 Or who prepared themselves (by their impenitence).   

446 Morris, op. cit., pg. 367. 

447 Moo, op. cit., pg. 606.  “We may confidently infer that the objects of his wrath are those who reject the 

gospel call, and, in this context, those of Israel whose hearts were hardened” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 

387).   

448 Paul does not further elaborate on the objects of His wrath.   

449 Morris, op. cit., pg. 372. 
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ROMANS 9:30-33— 

   The closing paragraph returns to ideas taught in Romans 2-4, summarizing how it is 

that believing Gentiles are included in God’s saving plan (the Gentiles…have obtained 

a righteousness that is by faith [vs. 30]), but only a remnant of Jews because “they 

followed, and persisted in following, a path on which salvation was not to be found; and 

they were inexcusable in doing so, inasmuch as God had made His way of salvation plain 

and accessible to all.” 450   And what was that wrong path?  The people of Israel 

…pursued the law as the way of righteousness, [and thus] have not attained their 

goal (vs. 31).   In doing so, they put their trust in something other than Christ, and hence 

they stumbled over the Stumbling Stone (vs. 32), even as written in Isaiah 8:14, 28:16.  

“This chapter about Israel’s unbelief begins with God’s purposes of election (6-29) and 

concludes by attributing Israel’s fall to her own pride (30-33).  In the next chapter Paul 

calls her ‘a disobedient and obstinate people’ (10:21).”451   

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
450 Denney, op. cit., pg. 667.   

451 Stott, op. cit., pg. 277.   
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ROMANS 10:1-4— 

   Paul’s opening paragraph of Romans 10 gives explanation452 to Romans 9:30-33, and 

the fact that the people of Israel…pursued the law as the way of righteousness, [and 

thus] have not attained their goal…stumbl[ing] over the Stumbling Stone (vv. 31-

32).  He begins by reasserting his deep concern because of collective Israel’s rejection of 

Messiah, a rejection that puts them clearly under God’s condemnation—brothers and 

sisters,453 my heart’s desire and prayer to God454 for the Israelites is that they may 

be saved (vs. 1).455  What is behind their plight?  For I can testify about them that they 

are zealous for God, but their zeal is not based on knowledge (vs. 2).  Israel has 

praiseworthy devotion to God, but they lack understanding456 as to what God did in 

Christ, even as Paul lacked prior to his conversion (cf. Acts 22:3).  The reason for their 

ignorance?  Since they did not know the righteousness of God and sought to establish 

their own, they did not submit to God’s righteousness (vs. 3).  “They did not 

understand that they could not establish their own righteousness by their own efforts, so 

they sought to establish it themselves.  Sincerity is not enough.  If we are in the wrong, 

no matter how sincerely we believe we are doing right, we are going astray.”457 

  Christ is the culmination of the law so that there may be righteousness for 

everyone who believes (vs. 4).458  “Verse 4 is justly famous as one of the most succinct 

yet significant theological assertions in all of the Pauline letters.”459 Unfortunately, “the 

interpretation of this verse has been much debated down the centuries.  It has been, and 

 
452 Paul begins with the Greek word gar, omitted by the TNIV and most other major English versions.   

453 Brothers and sisters indicates that Paul wants his Gentile readers to clearly understand “he takes no 

delight or satisfaction from Israel’s fall” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 631).   

454 Paul’s deep-felt desire found expression in prayer that God would reveal salvation to Israel.   

455 “The emphasis of chapter 10 is on the human factors, on the need for an understanding of the gospel (5-

13), for the proclamation of the gospel (14-15), and for the response of faith (16-2)…[Paul hopes the 

Israelites] will yet hear and believe the gospel” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 279).   

456  Knowledge references experiential understanding, meaning Israel lacked both insight into and 

embracing of God’s salvation in Christ.   

457 Morris, op. cit., pg. 379.   

458  Once again Paul introduces this verse with the Greek word gar (left untranslated by the TNIV), 

indicating it is an explanation of vs. 3.   

459 Moo, op. cit., pg. 631.   
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still is, understood in altogether contrary senses.”460  The controversy is over the meaning 

of the Greek word telos, translated culmination by the TNIV,461 and the meaning of 

law.462  It is probably best seen as explaining why Israel was wrong in the way she 

looked for righteousness, namely, she failed to realize that “the saving work of Christ has 

brought to a close any attempt to attain righteousness by way of legalism.”463  Because of 

Christ’s work on the Cross, “Paul writes ‘finis’ to the sorry spectacle of man’s vain 

attempt to achieve life through works of law.”464 

 

ROMANS 10:5-13— 

 

• Paul insists that his view of justification by faith is scriptural.  It is important 

for him that it is not some new-fangled idea, but that God has always 

accepted people on this basis.  So now he assembles a group of passages 

from Scripture to show that God has always accepted people through grace.  

All that has been required on their part is faith.465 

 

   Paul begins with a reference to Leviticus 18:5—Moses writes this about the 

righteousness that is by the law: “Whoever does these things will live by them”466 

(vs. 5).  And the problem with this approach?  “No-one has succeeded in keeping the law 

perfectly, and therefore no-one succeeded in gaining life this way.”467  By way of contrast 

to trusting in the might of your own hand, faith is the true means by which justification is 

received; such faith acknowledges the death and resurrection of Christ, as evidenced in 

Paul’s understanding of the broader implications of Deuteronomy 30:12-14—the 

righteousness that is by faith says: “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who will ascend into 

heaven?’” 468  (that is, to bring Christ down) 469  “or ‘Who will descend into the 

deep?’” 470  (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead) 471  (vv. 7-8). Furthermore, 

 
460 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 515.   

461 Or end (ESV; NRSV).  “Telos could mean ‘end’ in the sense of ‘goal’ or ‘completion,’ indicating that 

the law pointed to Christ and he has fulfilled it.  Or it could mean ‘end’ in the sense of ‘termination’ or 

‘conclusion,’ indicating that Christ has abrogated the law” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 281).   

462 Law most likely references external codes in general, with an emphasis on the Mosaic Law.   

463 Morris, op. cit., pg. 381.   

464 Furnish, quoted in loc. cit.   

465 Morris, op. cit., pg. 381. 

466 Or will be justified by them. 

467 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 191.   

468 Deuteronomy 30:12 

469 That is, “Do not say in your heart that Christ had never become incarnate.” 

470 Deuteronomy 30:13.   
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appropriating God’s message by means of a faith response is attainable—“The word is 

near you; it is in your mouth and in your heart,”472 that is, the message concerning 

faith that we proclaim (vs. 8).   “The emphasis that emerges from Deut. 30 for Paul is 

on believing.”473 

   Vv. 9-10 clarify what Paul means in saying that “the word…is in your mouth and in 

your heart” (vs. 8), namely—if you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and 

believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead,474 you will be saved.  For 

it is with your heart that you believe and are justified, and it is with your mouth that 

you profess your faith and are saved.  For Paul, heartfelt (sincere) belief in and open 

confession of Jesus’ lordship and resurrection “marks out clearly the difference from a 

response characterized by ‘works’…the one essential condition of salvation is faith, the 

acceptance by heart and lip of what God has done in and through Christ”475   

   Paul concludes the paragraph by quoting Isaiah 28:16 to again emphasize the 

importance of faith (in obvious contrast to “works”)—“Anyone who believes in Him 

will never be put to shame” (vs. 11)—and reiterates that salvation by grace through 

faith is God’s only way, regardless of ethnicity—for there is no difference between Jew 

and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord476 of all and richly blesses all who call on Him 

(vs. 12).  He concludes with a quote from Joel 2:32 that further clarifies call on Him—

“Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord477 will be saved” (vs. 13)—reminding us 

that “calling on the Lord out of a sense of inadequacy and need…proceeds from a 

genuine conviction that the Lord can be relied on.”478 

 

 

 

 
471 That is, “Neither say in your heart that He had not already been raised from the dead.” 

472 Deuteronomy 30:14.   

473 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 615.   

474 These confessions assume one has knowledge of the basics of the kerygma and is making a confession 

based on understanding the core of the gospel, not merely on a personal sense of  a need to “fill an inner 

void.” (See Romans 10:14-15.)     

475 Ibid., pg. 616.   

476 If it not clear whether Paul’s reference is the Father or Christ.  Contextually, it is most likely Christ (cf. 

vs. 9).   

477 Or “Everyone who believes in the Lord.”   

478 Morris, op. cit., pg. 389. 
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ROMANS 10:14-21— 

   Then (vs. 14) indicates Paul is beginning a new unit of thought, as he elaborates vs. 13 

and ponders the question, “Is calling on Christ really possible?”  It is possible he 

concludes…but certain conditions must be met, for one does not call upon Christ in a 

vacuum. They must believe in Christ in response to hearing about Him and the gospel 

through preachers sent by God (vv. 14-15), 479  preachers whose value Isaiah 52:7 

affirms—“How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!” (vs. 15).    

   But (vs. 16) transitions Paul to a very blunt statement relative to Israel’s failure to obey 

the preached good news—but not all480 Israelites accepted the good news.  For Isaiah 

says, “Lord, who has believed our message?”481 (vs. 16).  Israel’s missing link?  Again, 

it is faith, even as Isaiah predicted.  Paul then summarizes what he has been saying so 

far—consequently, faith comes from hearing the message, and the message is heard 

through the word about Christ (vs. 17)—and tackles a possible excuse from the Jews—

but I ask: Did they not hear? (vs. 18).  Of course they did, he responds, invoking the 

authority of Psalm 19:4—“their voice has gone out into all the earth, their words to 

the ends of the world” (vs. 18)—to show that “representatives of Judaism throughout 

the known world had heard it.”482  Israel’s lack of faith was not due to lack of opportunity 

to hear the good news. 

   The chapter closes addressing a final possible excuse—again I ask: Did Israel not 

understand? (vs. 19).  Paul’s implied answer?  “Of course, Israel understood.”  “The 

ignorance which is blameworthy has been characteristic of them; but the ignorance which 

would have constituted an excuse they cannot claim.”483  What is it that Israel understood 

but failed to embrace?  “That God could very well act in such a way that the preaching of 

Christ would result in the inclusion of the Gentiles and in judgment upon Israel…this 

Israel knows from her own Scriptures; her ‘ignorance,’ then, consists in her willful 

refusal to recognize the fulfillment of these texts in Christ.”484  His supporting Scriptures 

 
479 Paul’s series of rhetorical questions form a kind of chain of specifics to be followed if a person is to be 

saved.  His repeated they references people in general, with Israel in mind specifically.   

480 A litotes meaning only a few, a reference to the remnant perspective of Romans 9:6.    

481 Isaiah 53:1.   

482 Morris, op. cit., pg. 393. 

483 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 538.  “Israel is simply stubborn” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 288).   

484 Moo, op. cit., pg. 668.   
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come from Moses (vs. 19, quoting Deuteronomy 32:21) and Isaiah (vv. 20-21, quoting 

Isaiah 65:1-2).   

• In the text Paul quotes, Isaiah makes two points: 1) God has revealed himself 

to those who did not seek him nor ask for him, that is Gentiles…and 2) God 

has continually “held out his hands” to Israel, but they have proved 

disobedient and obstinate.  To hold out the hands is a gesture of welcome and 

friendship.  To do so “all day long” expresses the steadfastness of God’s 

mercy.  Paul implies that the problem with many of the Jews in his own day 

was not a failure to understand the gospel but an obstinate refusal to obey 

it.485  

    

    

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
485 Kruse, op. cit., pp. 420-421.   
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Handout #16 

 

ROMANS 11:1-10— 

   Romans 11 concludes Paul’s discussion of Israel’s failure to embrace Messiah, 

concluding that God is not done with her.  

• It is far from Paul’s thought that being a Jew matters little.  He goes on to 

show that, while in the providence of God Israel’s sin and unbelief have been 

used to open up the way for the Gentiles, now the conversion of Gentiles will 

lead to the conversion of the Jews.  The Jews still have a place in God’s plan 

(Romans 11:26).486 

 

   In the process, he shows both divine election and purpose at work and human 

responsibility.  He is not interested so much in harmonizing how the two mesh, as he is in 

presenting them as equal options in the formula.   

   As noted above, all that Paul has been wrestling with in Romans 9-10 leads to the 

question of whether it matters to belong to Israel—I ask then: Did God reject His 

people? (vs. 1).  Not only does the Greek construction behind the question imply a “No” 

answer, but Paul reinforces the “No” with a resounding—by no means! (vs. 1).  Such is 

unthinkable.  God did not reject His people, whom He foreknew (vs. 2).  I, the very 

Jewish Paul, he notes, am an example (vs. 1).487   But, God’s special selection of Israel as 

His covenant people, as His ambassadors of salvation, never meant that God fancied 

every Israelite would be saved—at the present time there is a remnant chosen by 

grace (vs. 5). The fact that there is now, and always has been, a remnant (spiritual Israel 

within ethnic Israel [cf. Romans 9:6]),488 is then exampled from I Kings 19 and Elijah’s 

wonder if he was the only believer in Israel, to which God responds—“I have reserved 

 
486 Morris, op. cit., pg. 397.   

487 Paul is likely exampling himself as one of the believing (Christian) remnant mentioned in the following 

verses.   

488 “True Israelites continue to exist within the corporate body of national Israel.  There can be no doubt 

that he had here in mind principally those Jews who had acknowledged Jesus as God’s promised 

Messiah—as well as those Jews who would do so in the future.  But it also seems likely…that Paul left to 

God the more difficult and perplexing questions having to do with the hearts, minds, and commitments of 

other ‘remnant people’ (as known to God alone) who resided not only within the nation of Israel but also 

among the Gentiles” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 881).   
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for Myself seven thousand489 who have not bowed the knee to Baal”490 (vs. 4).   Paul 

concludes the paragraph by emphasizing the antithesis between “faith” (God’s way 

embraced by the remnant, including believing Gentiles) and “works” (unbelieving 

Israel’s way), noting—if491 by grace [the remnant is chosen], then it cannot be based 

on works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace (vs. 6).  “If works of any kind, 

retrospective or prospective, come into it, then we no longer have grace.  It is important 

to take grace seriously and not to let works creep in by some back door.”492 

   The concluding paragraph of the section (vv. 7-10) reinforces the idea that only the 

elect (remnant) have found God’s righteousness, despite the fact that the people of Israel 

sought [it] so earnestly (vs. 7).  Why?  Because their own initial sinful choices (Romans 

11:11) led to God stepping in with an aspect of His current wrath (cf. Romans 1:18), that 

of hardening their hearts so as to seal their fate—a truth scripturally supported by a 

conflation of Deuteronomy 29:4/Isaiah 29:10 (vs. 8)493 and by Psalm 69:22-23 (vv. 9-

10).494   “While it is certainly true that God did the hardening in verse 8, it is the people 

who do the stumbling in verse 11 and it is possible that the passive Greek voice here495 is 

a neutral expression…showing that those who failed God did not do so because they had 

been hardened, but they were hardened because they had failed him.”496 

 

ROMANS 11:11-24— 

   “Paul has been arguing that a remnant of Israel will be saved, but only a remnant.  What 

about the sinning majority?  Are they lost forever?”497  Again498 I ask: Did they stumble 

so as to fall beyond recovery? (vs. 11).  Such is preposterous—not at all! (vs. 11)—

when you understand what their stumbling means in terms of God’s bigger providential 

picture—because of their transgression, salvation has come to the Gentiles to make 

 
489 Seven thousand is likely a symbolic number equivalent in concept to a remnant. 

490 Baal is used generically to represent the Canaanite deities. 

491 If (Greek, ei) is better translated since.   

492 Morris, op. cit., pg. 402.   

493 A spirit of stupor references an attitude of deadness toward spiritual realities.   

494 “What David prayed would happen to his persecutors, Paul suggests, God has brought upon those Jews 

who have resisted the gospel” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 683).   

495 “God gave them” (vs. 8).   

496 Morris, op. cit., pg. 403.   

497 Ibid., pg. 406.   

498 Or so (NRSV; ESV)…a conclusion to Romans 11:8-10.   
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Israel envious (vs. 11).499  And will it work?  Yes…there is coming a day when all 

Israel will be saved (Romans 11:26)500 and their acceptance will bring even greater 

enrichment to God’s salvation plan as the number of people saved increases—how much 

greater riches will their fullness bring! (vs. 12).   

   Continuing to build his case, Paul next notes that though his ministry is primarily to 

Gentiles it indirectly impacts Jews, and no one can appeal to his ministry as in any way 

being a disdain to Jews—inasmuch as I am the apostle to the Gentiles, I make much 

of my ministry in the hope that I may somehow arouse my own people to envy and 

save some of them (vs. 14).  After all, Israel’s return to “divine favor by grace through 

faith in Messiah” will mean unprecedented blessing for the entire world (vs. 15), and in 

time she will indeed return because of the holiness (faith) found in the patriarchs, a 

holiness that Paul sees as positively affecting her future—if501 the part of the dough 

offered as firstfruits502 is holy, then the whole batch503 is holy; if the root is holy, so 

are the branches (vs. 16).   

   Paul’s next paragraph (vv. 17-21) moves to a sober warning to Gentile Christians to not 

presume on their inclusion by faith in God’s family; he does so using a horticultural 

illustration found in both Philo and the Talmud504—if505 some of the branches have 

been broken off, and you,506 though a wild olive shoot, have been grafted in among 

the others and now share in the nourishing sap from the olive root, 507  do not 

consider yourself to be superior to those other branches (vv. 17-18).  Furthermore, 

Gentile Christians, do not forget your spiritual heritage in Israel, nor think that God has 

fundamentally turned the tree upside down by bringing you in by grace through faith—

 
499 “Paul is saying that the salvation of the Gentiles was intended in the divine providence to arouse in 

Israel a passionate desire for the same good gift.  When they saw the wonder of the messianic salvation, the 

Jews would want it for themselves…unfortunately, Christians have characteristically treated the Jews with 

hatred, prejudice, persecution, malice, and all uncharitableness.  Christians should not take this passage 

calmly” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 407).   

500 See below on the understanding of this very controversial statement.   

501 Or since.   

502 Firstfruits references the patriarchs, as does the root.   

503 Whole batch references the Jewish race, as does branches.  “Both the metaphors in v. 16, then, assert 

that the ‘holiness’ of the patriarchs conveys to all of Israel a similar holiness” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 

700).   

504 See Morris, op. cit., pg. 412 for some scholars’ criticisms that Paul’s illustration demonstrates a poor 

understanding of horticulture.     

505 Or since.   

506 You here is representative of all Gentile Christians.   

507 The olive root again references the patriarchs.   
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consider this: You do not support the root, but the root supports you (vs. 18).  Stay 

humble, watch your ego and remember that you are “in” solely by faith—you stand by 

faith.  Do not be arrogant,508 but tremble509 (vs. 20).  “Everything all still goes back to 

his promise to Abraham, his choice of Israel; that still determined the course of his 

purpose and the character of his call.”510   

   The next paragraph (vv. 22-24) brings to the Gentile Christians a warning that God’s 

salvation extends to them only so long as they do not repeat unbelieving Israel’s error; no 

one can presume upon God’s goodness—consider therefore 511  the kindness and 

sternness of God: sternness to those who fell, but kindness to you, provided that you 

continue in His kindness.512 Otherwise, you also will be cut off (vs. 22).513  “Paul 

echoes a consistent NT theme: ultimate salvation is dependent on continuing faith; 

therefore, the person who ceases to believe forfeits any hope of salvation.”514  Returning 

again to “God’s equal treatment of all peoples,” Paul closes the paragraph by noting his 

hope for many Jews to come to faith—if they do not persist in unbelief, they will be 

grafted in, for God is able to graft them in again (vs. 23). 

 

ROMANS 11:25-32— 

   Paul has reached the climax of his argument in Romans 11:11-24,515 namely, that Israel 

has not fallen beyond recovery and the current center-stage position of Gentiles will one 

day in the future be reversed with believing Israel returning to center-stage—I do not 

want you to be ignorant of this mystery…Israel has experienced a hardening in 

part516 until the full number of the Gentiles has come in (vs. 25).  Mystery indicates 

“something which could not be known by men except by divine revelation, but which, 

though once hidden, is now revealed in Christ and is to be proclaimed so that all who 

 
508 Gentile Christians must watch the tendency to boast as much as the Jews (cf. Romans 3:27).   

509 Show reverential respect to both God and His longstanding selection of Israel.   

510 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 673.   

511 “In this verse, Paul states in more theological language an implication that picks up a number of points 

he has made in vv. 17-21” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 706).   

512 Continue in His kindness means continue to believe in Christ by grace through faith.   

513 “The Jews lost their standing because they had come to believe that it was indefectible, and independent 

of moral conditions; and if the Gentiles commit the same mistake they will incur the same doom” (James 

Denney, op. cit., pg. 681).   

514 Moo, op. cit., pg. 707.   

515 The Greek text begins with gar (for), left untranslated by the TNIV.   

516 Or a hardening has come upon part of Israel (NRSV).   
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have ears to hear may heart it.”517  What will happen at that time?  All Israel518 will be 

saved (vs. 26), meaning that the ethnic people group known as the Jews will as a 

collective whole embrace Messiah by faith at some undefined point in the future (even as 

they rejected Him as a collective whole when crying for His crucifixion).  Citing Isaiah 

59:20-21 and 27:9, Paul teaches that this “massive revelation and embracing of Christ by 

faith” will be in conjunction with events surrounding Christ’s Parousia, but where it fits 

exactly on the time line of end-time events is unclear (vv. 26-27).519  Neither does Paul 

indicate exactly how they will come to this understanding, but following his earlier 

premise that it is generally by believing what one hears in preaching, Revelation 11:1-12 

provides insight.  In these verses, John discusses a major evangelistic campaign to Jews 

led by two dynamic witnesses as part of the events of the Great Tribulation.  “Paul 

implies…a large-scale conversion of Jewish people at the end of this age.  The corporate 

significance of ‘all Israel’ makes it impossible to reckon the actual percentage of Jews 

living at that time who will be saved…it will be closely associated with the return of 

Christ in glory.”520    

   The final paragraph of this section (vv. 28-32) presents a shift in Paul’s argument, so as 

“to draw out, and sum up, the implications of the preceding verses.”521  He begins by 

noting that despite all the effective preaching of the gospel both by Christ and the 

Church—as far as the gospel is concerned (vs. 28)—unbelieving Israel has remained 

disobedient, and therefore are [God’s] enemies subject to His wrath, which Paul again 

reiterates benefits Gentiles (vs. 28).  Nonetheless—as far as election is concerned, 

they522 are loved on account of the patriarchs523 (vs. 28).  And how can Israel be sure 

of this?  For524 God’s gifts and His call are irrevocable (vs. 29), that is, Israel can count 

on His faithfulness to the promises made to the patriarchs.  Vv. 30-32 then restate how 

 
517 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 573. 

518 All Israel does not mean every Israelite.   

519 For Paul the Deliverer (vs. 26) is clearly Christ, though it is Yahweh in Isaiah 59:20.   

520 Moo, op. cit., pp. 724-725.  “In this way (vs. 26) is used to indicate the way all Israel will be saved, that 

is, in the same way as the full number of the Gentiles come in.  Paul’s meaning is that a hardening of Israel 

will persist until the full number of Gentiles has come in, and as the Gentiles are coming in, many Jews will 

be coming in also and in this way, and by the time Christ appears the second time, the hardness will have 

disappeared and all Israel will be saved” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 443).   

521 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 579. 

522 They is again collective Israel, not just the remnant.   

523 Or because of the promises God made to the patriarchs.   

524 The Greek gar here is causal.   
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Jew and Gentile have benefited each other in salvation history, and how they both receive 

mercy (salvation)—Gentiles now and collective Israel in the future—for God has bound 

everyone over to disobedience525 so that He may have mercy on them all (vs. 32).    

 

ROMANS 11:33-36— 

   Romans 11 closes three chapters in which Paul tackled a very difficult subject with a 

doxology that emphasizes more of what we do NOT know about God than what we do 

know, especially with regard to understanding the intricacies of His providence.  “The 

world, with its conflict of races, religions, passions and even vices, may seem to be a 

realm of chaos; but when we see it in the light of God as Paul did, we see the signs of 

wisdom and knowledge, of a conscious purpose transcending human thought, and calling 

forth adoring praise.”526   

     

    

    

        

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

     

    

 

 

 
525 “God has so ordered things that all people, Jew and Gentile alike, being disobedient, show themselves to 

be sinners and have no other escape than through his mercy” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 426).   

526 Denney, op. cit., pg. 686.  His concluding, “For from Him and through Him and to Him are all 

things” (vs. 36) emphasizes “God as the Originator, the Sustainer, and the Goal of all creation” (Leon 

Morris, op. cit., pg. 429).   
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ROMANS 12:1-2— 

   Therefore (vs. 1) is Paul’s indication that in light of all God’s done as outlined in 

Romans 1-11, we need to emphasize some imperatives.527 They consume much of the 

remainder of the letter, exampling concrete specifics of Romans 1:5—through Him we 

received grace and apostleship to call all the Gentiles to faith and obedience for His 

name’s sake (emphasis mine)528—and Romans 6:13—do not offer any part of yourself 

to sin as an instrument of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God as those 

who have been brought from death to life.  “The legalist says something like ‘Do these 

things and you will live,’ but Paul is saying ‘Live and you will do these things.’  Only 

when the power of sin is broken by what God did in Christ can ethical admonitions be 

effective (and not simply increase sin).”529 

   I urge you (vs. 1)530 is not so much a command as an encouragement “to have people 

see for themselves what is desirable and do it.”531  The urging is in view of God’s 

mercy,532 that is, in light of all that has been clearly delineated in Romans 1-11; it is an 

urging to offer your bodies533 as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God (vs. 1).  

This is a call for positive, dynamic, dedicated, and consecrated living for God’s purposes 

as opposed to one’s selfish (sarx-oriented) purposes.  This is true worship (vs. 1)534 

appositionally defines what it means to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice; variously 

interpreted, it likely references the fact that this dedicated response is really the only 

appropriate, logical and reasonable one there is when we realize all God’s done for us in 

 
527 “The transition from Rom. 11 to Rom. 12…is not a transition from ‘theology’ to ‘practice,’ but from a 

focus more on the ‘indicative’ side of the gospel to a focus more on the ‘imperative’ side of the gospel” 

(Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 745).   

528 “There is an important connection between the long theological presentation of the gospel in 1:18-11:36 

and the ethical section that follows in 12:1-15:13: the ethical section expounds important aspects of the 

obedience of faith required by the gospel” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 460).   

529 Morris, op. cit., pg. 431.  

530 Or appeal (NRSV; ESV); admonish (Lenski); exhort (Cranfield).     

531 Morris, op. cit., pg. 432. 

532 Or by the mercies of God (NRSV).   

533 Or the whole of your life.   

534  Or spiritual worship (NRSV; ESV); reasonable service (NKJV); intelligent worship (Phillips); 

worship offered by mind and heart (NEB).  It has the idea of worship which is thoughtful and rational.   
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Christ.  “Believers’ offering of their bodies as living sacrifices constitutes their worship 

of God…what he means by worship has to do with the way people live rather than their 

activities in a cultic setting.”535 

   Paul next states what it takes to carry out this offering of our whole life to God—do not 

be conformed to the pattern of this world,536 but be transformed537 by the renewing 

of your mind (vs. 2).538  Our decisive transfer from being “in Adam” to being “in Christ” 

does not automatically negate our being influenced by this Age.  There must be a life-

long renewing of our moral consciousness, an adjusting of the way we think about/make 

decisions about everything in life.   Only then will we be able to test and approve539 

what God’s will is—His good, pleasing and perfect will (vs. 2).540   “The Christian has 

received the ability to prove what God’s will is in the concrete situation,”541 something 

Paul believes can become so internal it is almost instinctive and does not rely solely on 

externally defined codes.542     

 

ROMANS 12:3-8— 

   Paul’s first particular of being a living sacrifice is probably not what most of us would 

have expected—find your spiritual gifting and be a channel of its blessing within a local 

believing community.543  It comes by way of either a warning with prophetic authority or 

 
535 Kruse, op. cit., pg. 463.   

536 Literally, this Age, “a power or force which molds character and conduct…Paul in effect recognizes the 

power of social groups, cultural norms, institutions, and traditions to mold patterns of individual behavior” 

(James D. G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 712).   

537 “The use of the passive imperative here is consonant with the truth that, while this transformation is not 

the Christians’ own doing but the work of the Holy Spirit, they nevertheless have a real responsibility in the 

matter—to let themselves be transformed, to respond to the leading and pressure of God’s Spirit” (C.E.B. 

Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 607).   

538 Paul begins vs. 2 with the Greek conjunction kai (and [NKJV]), which is often a vague conjunction (left 

untranslated here by the TNIV and by the NRSV) used here with apparent clarifying or perhaps modal 

overtones.   

539 Or discern (NRSV); prove (RSV).    

540 Or what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect (NRSV).   

541 Nygren quoted in Morris, op. cit., pg. 436.  

542 “Paul recognizes that a personally prescriptive motivation has to come from constant inward renewal, 

without, however, denying the law its role as moral yardstick and norm” (James D. G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 

715).   

543 Paul recognized “that acceptance of the gospel is bound to have a corporate expression” (James D. G. 

Dunn, ibid., pg. 722).  “By exhorting the Romans to think in a new way that will allow them to live as one 

body in Christ, Paul provides a concrete example of what it means to be ‘transformed by the renewal of 

your minds’” (Matera quoted in Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 930).   
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an imperative—for by the grace given me544 I say545 to every one of you: Do not think 

of yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober 

judgment, in accordance with the faith546 God has distributed to each of you (vs. 3).  

In other words, do not have an opinion of yourself that is either too haughty or too low in 

terms of how God has gifted you, but realize that your gifting and contribution of it to the 

believing community are but one part of a bigger whole (howbeit an invaluable part).  He 

then summarizes what he has been saying thus far—we have different gifts, 547 

according to the grace548 given to each of us (vs. 6)549—and goes on to list seven 

different gifts that describe how the body of Christ functions as a charismatic 

community—prophesying 550 ; serving 551 ; teaching; encourag[ing] 552 ; giving 553 ; 

lead[ing] 554 ; and show[ing] mercy (vv. 6-8). 555   With each gift Paul states an 

exhortation—if prophesying, then prophesy in accordance with your faith…if giving, 

then give generously et al (vv. 6-8)—addressing a key area in which the sinful nature 

would want to keep the gift from operating effectively in the believing community.556   

 

 

 

 
544 The grace given me means, “My calling as an apostle” (cf. Romans 1:5). 

545 The meaning and structure of say in the original Greek text is the basis of stating that this is either a 

warning with prophetic authority or an imperative by way of intimation.   

546 Faith in this context is likely synonymous with spiritual gift.  Cf. each according to the measure of 

faith that God has assigned (NRSV).  Another view (preferred by Moo, Kruse and others) is that it “is to 

be interpreted as the basic faith of all believers…reinforcing Paul’s aim of minimizing division and 

promoting unity among Jewish and Gentile believers” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 469).   

547 For a more complete understanding of each of these gifts, see A Brief Summary of Spiritual Gifts by 

Gary Matsdorf available in PDF through New Hope Christian College, Eugene, OR.   

548 Or specific spiritual gift. 

549 Or having gifts that differ according to the grace given to us, let us use them (RSV).   

550 Or insight. 

551 Or helping.   

552 Or exhortating. 

553 Or contributor.  

554 Or facilitating.   

555 “The significance of mentioning the gifts which he does is that they all fall into the categories of 

speaking and serving (as in 1 Pet 4:11).  This presumably means that for Paul at any rate the most 

characteristic expression of the grace of God was in these two areas—words which speak to will and mind 

and heart, acts which serve the needs of the more disadvantaged members of any congregation” (James D. 

G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 735).   

556 Such are often referred to as “pollutions of spiritual gifts,” a concept more thoroughly discussed in 

Spiritual Gifts Overview by Gary Matsdorf available in PDF through New Hope Christian College, Eugene, 

OR.   
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ROMANS 12:9-21— 

   The remainder of Romans 12 consists of individual exhortations, virtues Paul intends to 

characterize all believers.557 They are loosely held together by the theme of love and 

emphasize Christians’ relations with each other (vv. 9-12; 15-16) and Christians’ 

relations with non-believers (vv. 14; 17-21).  “New life in Christ requires new attitudes 

and new perspectives, as provided by God through his Spirit in response to our God-

given faith—not only with respect to our own lives but also with respect to others.”558 

• Love must be sincere (vs. 9)—our love shown fellow believers must not be a 

mere pretense, a religious act.  “The love of Christians for others was 

grounded in, and enabled by, the love of God expressed in the gift of his 

Son.”559  It is thus authentic.   

• Hate560 what is evil; cling561 to what is good (vs. 9).  Both exhortations are 

generalizations, but they also serve to specify aspects of sincere love—it must 

be absent of evil and demonstrate good toward the one loved.  “True love 

involves a deep hatred for all that is evil, for evil can never benefit the 

beloved.”562 

• Be devoted to one another in love (vs. 10).  This is a call to interface with 

fellow believers as if they were extended family, with heart-felt and 

consistent concern.  “This is part of the redefinition of boundaries in which 

Paul engages—a sense of family belongingness which transcended immediate 

family ties and did not depend on natural or ethnic bonds.”563 

• Honor one another above yourselves (vs. 10).564  Believers are to recognize 

and praise accomplishments they see in other believers and defer to them as 

much as possible (in other words, you do not always have to have it your way 

nor have the last word). 

 
557 Many scholars consider this a parenesis, a stringing together of exhortations addressing ethical conduct.   

558 Longenecker, loc. cit. .   

559 Moo, op. cit., pg. 775. 

560 Or abhor (NKJV).   

561 Or glue yourself to.   

562 Morris, op. cit., pg. 444. 

563 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 741. 

564 Or outdo one another in showing honor (NRSV).   
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• Never be lacking in zeal (vs. 11).  Although Paul does not stipulate the 

object of our zeal, God is most certainly the implied recipient.  It is a call to 

not be hesitant in devotion to Him and His purposes because of weariness, 

sloth, fear, bashfulness or reserve.  “The temptation to ‘lose steam’ in our 

lifelong responsibility to reverence God in every aspect of our lives, to 

become lazy and complacent in our pursuit of what is ‘good, well pleasing to 

God, and perfect,’ is a natural one—but it must be strenuously resisted.”565 

• But keep your spiritual fervor,566 serving the Lord (vs. 11).  The antithesis 

to the lacking zeal, Paul exhorts us to thoroughgoing, as opposed to half-

hearted, devotion.   

• Be joyful in hope (vs. 12).  We are called to focus on hope, the expectation 

of sharing God’s fullness and that current reality is not God’s last word; such 

lifts us out of merely focusing on current struggles and the result is joy.   

• Be patient in affliction (vs. 12).  Affliction is any deep and serious trouble 

and be patient connotes active, steadfast endurance rather than passive 

resignation. 

• Be faithful in prayer (vs. 12).  Persistent prayer is necessary to successfully 

experiencing God’s kingdom.  “The strong word suggests not the constancy 

with which they are to pray, but the effort that is needed to maintain a habit 

so much above nature.”567 

• Share with the Lord’s people who are in need (vs. 13).  Need is generic but 

with an emphasis on people’s personal financial and daily sustenance needs.  

“The first Christians carried on the strong social concern of Jewish provision 

for widows, orphans, strangers, and the community’s poor in general.”568 

• Practice hospitality (vs. 13). Hospitality is an attribute of God that 

characterized the patriarchs (Genesis 18:2-8) and is a qualification for Church 

leaders (1 Timothy 3:2).  It means to invite a person into your life and make 

 
565 Moo, op. cit., pg. 778. 

566 Or be aglow with the Spirit (RSV).   

567 Denney, op. cit., pg. 692. 

568 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 743. 
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yourself available as best as possible to meet their spiritual, social, emotional, 

relational, and material needs.   

• Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse (vs. 14).  Turning 

his attention to relations with non-believers, Paul notes that sincere love is to 

manifest itself to the world as well.  To bless those who persecute you is to 

ask that God’s favor be poured out on one’s enemies.  To curse would be the 

exact opposite…to ask that God would bring upon them spiritual ruin, even to 

the point of eternity in hell. 

• Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn (vs. 15).  

Most scholars feel Paul is returning to what is to characterize life among 

believers, but these particular exhortations can apply to both.  Rejoice with 

those who rejoice is a call to respond to others’ joy and blessing with sincere 

happiness for them rather than with envy or bitterness; mourn with those 

who mourn is to intimately identify (empathize) with others in their sorrow.   

• Live in harmony with one another (vs. 16). This is definitely an exhortation 

with reference to relating to fellow believers.  Live in harmony references 

each having a mindset that is “kingdom focused” with kingdom priorities, as 

opposed to being self-focused. 

• Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.  

Do not think you are superior (vs. 16).  Pride, or an overly exalted self-

opinion, kills relationships and kingdom focus in the Church community.  

People of low position are ordinary, socially unimportant people who cannot 

advance one’s selfish desires.  Associating with them is not seen as 

condescending, but as resisting the tendency to associate only with those who 

can advance your personal agenda (cf. Luke 14:12-14).  “It is always a sign of 

the worldliness of the Church when its ‘leaders’ no longer associate as readily 

and freely with humble people both inside and outside the Church as with 

those who are socially superior, and when such humble people no longer feel 

free to speak with them as man to man.”569 

 
569 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 644. 
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• Do not repay anyone evil for evil.  Be careful570 to do what is right in the 

eyes of everyone (vs. 17).  Returning to interfacing with non-believers, Paul 

here expands the thought of vs. 14.571  “Our lives are to be lived on such a 

high plane that even the heathen will recognize the fact.”572 

• If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone 

(vs. 18).  Paul realizes that we have limitations in terms of whether or not 

people like us, but what is incumbent on us is to pursue behavior and 

interaction with others (especially non-believers) that has a positive impact 

on them.  “The double qualification (if possible, so far as depends on you) is 

striking.  Paul clearly recognizes that such harmonious living with neighbors 

might not be possible nor lie within their own power…Paul neither presses an 

unrealistic ideal upon them nor expects them to compromise their faith for the 

sake of a quiet life.”573 

• Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath 

(vs. 19).  Paul reminds us to resist our strong natural urge to personally seek 

retribution.  But574 neither are we to allow it to go underground.  We are 

instead to find an outlet, that of trusting that God sees it and will do 

something about it—it is written: “It is Mine to avenge;575 I will repay,” 

says the Lord (vs. 20).   

• On the contrary: “If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give 

him something to drink” (vs. 20, quoting Proverbs 25:21-22).  Exemplary 

and acceptable behavior not only resists personal vengeance but exemplifies 

positive behavior by giving your enemy needed help.  The result?  “In doing 

this, you will heap burning coals on his head” (vs. 20, quoting Proverbs 

 
570 Or think beforehand.   

571 Do not repay anyone evil for evil would have applicability to believers too.   

572 Morris, op. cit., pg. 452. 

573 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 748. 

574 Greek, alla a strong adversative.  

575 Greek, ekdikeo.  “There is the implication that a wrong has been done for which vengeance is now 

exacted” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 453).   



 107 

25:22).  What this means exactly is unclear, but the implication appears to be 

that of turning enemies into friends.576  

• Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good (vs. 20) closes 

the list by reminding us that we defeat evil by not responding in kind.  “Those 

who know what it is to be justified by God’s grace, know also what it is to 

have the love of God poured into their hearts through the Holy Spirit.  They 

know the new power that comes from the love the Spirit brings.  That is why 

and that is the way they overcome evil with good.  The way of love lifts them 

above all vindictiveness.”577 

 

   Concludes Longenecker, “The pattern of Paul’s ethical preaching and teaching (12:9-

21) lays particular emphasis on the ethical implications that are inherent in the Christian 

proclamation of the gospel and the religious teachings and ethical example of the 

historical Jesus.”578 

    

                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
576 See Morris, op. cit., pp. 454-455 for the various understandings among scholars.  Regarding Proverbs 

25:22, Waltke says, “Most interpreters agree that ‘coals of fire’ is a morally good deed, one pleasing to the 

Lord…the apostle Paul abstracts from it the principle to overcome evil with good…most commentators 

(also) agree with Augustine and Jerome that ‘coals of fire’ refers to the ‘burning pangs of shame’ that a 

person will feel when good is returned for evil, his shame producing remorse and contrition” (Bruce 

Waltke, The Book of Proverbs Chapters 15-31—The New International Commentary on the Old Testament, 

William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 2005, pg. 331).   

577 Morris, op. cit., pg. 456. 

578 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 942.   
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ROMANS 13:1-7579— 

   Although these verses are debated in biblical scholarship in terms of “what influenced 

Paul to exhort his audience to submit to the ruling authorities,”580 it seems that Paul is 

developing his statement in Romans 12:19—do not take revenge, my dear friends, but 

leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is Mine to avenge; I will repay”—

by noting that the State is an instrument of God’s wrath/vengeance as it rightfully inflicts 

punishment on evil doers.581  Why?  Because there is no authority except that which 

God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God (vs. 

1).582  “As a manifestation of his common grace, God has established in this world certain 

institutions, such as marriage and government, that have a positive role to play even after 

the inauguration of the new age.”583 

   Let everyone584 be subject585 to the governing authorities (vs. 1) must be interpreted 

in light of its “limitations of intent” and against the totality of Scripture (see Acts 5:29).  

Note Morris— 

 

• It is to be borne in mind that Paul is writing in general terms to meet the need 

of the Romans and not legislating for every conceivable situation in which the 

 
579 “One of the notable features of Paul’s teaching is that he regularly combines doctrine with duty, belief 

with behaviour…according to chapter 13 we are to submit to the state because its officials are God’s 

ministers wielding God’s authority, and to love our neighbour and so fulfill the law because the day of 

Christ’s return is approaching” (John R.W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 317).   

580 Kruse, op. cit., pg. 490.  He goes on to note that despite the various scholarly theories, “it is impossible 

to be dogmatic about the exact Sitz im Leben of Paul’s exhortations in 13:1-7” (pg. 491).   

581 See also I Peter 2:13-17.  Paul is developing a “theology of good government” and reminding us that not 

conforming to the pattern of this world (Romans 12:2) does not mean to renounce all human societies.  See 

Longenecker, op. cit., pp. 968-972 for excellent insight into the biblical theology and contextualization for 

today of this section.   

582 See also Romans 13:4 and Daniel 4:17.   

583 Moo, op. cit., pg. 791.  “Rulers may misuse the authority God has given them, but Paul’s point is that 

that does not alter the fact that it was God who gave it to them” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 459).   

584 Everyone includes Christians and non-Christians.  “Paul enlarges on the state’s God-appointed role and 

on the role of Christian people in relation to it, although his emphasis is on personal citizenship rather than 

on any particular theory of church-state relations” (John R.W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 339).   

585 Or submit. “To submit is to recognize one’s subordinate place in a hierarchy, to acknowledge as a 

general rule that certain people or institutions have ‘authority’ over us” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 797).  

“What we have here is not a dogmatic treatise on the government and the State, but a demand for loyal 

conduct in order to avoid a fresh edict” (W. Marxen, quoted in Dunn, op. cit., pg. 768).   
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Christian might find himself.  He does not face, let alone resolve, the problem 

of when it is right to rebel against unjust tyranny…or what to do when there 

are rival claimants to the crown or conflicts between civil and religious 

authorities…he does not say what the Christian should do when the state fails 

its duty. He is not trying to cover every situation. His concern is authority… 

and he is writing out of a settled order where there is no doubt as to who the 

ruler is, and he is telling his readers something of the duty of a citizen in such 

a situation.586  

 

   In light of God’s ordaining of government (consequently [vs. 2]), those who [rebel]587 

will bring judgment on themselves (vs. 2).588  By judgment, Paul is likely referencing 

civil consequences for disobedience to civil law as it is carried out by the State with 

God’s backing, rather than eschatological judgment.  He then explains further—for589 

rulers hold no terror for those who do right, but for those who do wrong.  Do you 

want to be free from fear of the one in authority?  Then do what is right590 and you 

will be commended (vv. 3-4).591  “Secular rulers…‘administer’ justice in keeping with 

divine standards of right and wrong…and rulers, by bestowing praise, encourage 

Christians to do what is good.”592   But if you do wrong, be afraid (vs. 4) indicates that 

no one, not even a Christ-follower, is above appropriate civil law.  Rulers do not bear 

the sword for no reason (vs. 4) has been variously interpreted.  It likely references the 

fact that government has God-backed punitive authority that we should soberly 

acknowledge.   

   Vs. 5 summarizes vv. 1-4, giving two reasons why believers should submit to the 

authorities, namely—not only because of possible punishment but also as a matter of 

conscience. Conscience (knowing and respecting God’s will and purpose behind 

government) is to be our higher motivator, not just fear of possible punishment.  “The 

Christian has a higher motive for obeying the ruler than the unpleasantness of the 

consequences of disobedience; the Christian knows that such obedience is in accordance 

 
586 Morris, op. cit., pp. 458-459.   

587 To rebel is to assert oneself in the face of government authority, to fail to acknowledge that you are not 

the final arbiter in matters of the State.   

588 Or they have themselves to thank for the punishment they will receive (NEB).   

589 The Greek gar here is explanatory.   

590 Do what is right means, “Obey the gospel and its precepts for they are in keeping with righteous civil 

laws.”    

591 Again, “Paul seems to take no account of the possibility of the government’s being unjust and punishing 

the good work and praising the evil” (C.E.B. Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 664).   

592 Moo, op. cit., pg. 801. 
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with God’s will, and by rendering it will preserve a good conscience in relation to 

God.”593 

   This good conscience is to also motivate us in another area—this is also why you pay 

taxes (vs. 6)—for part of government’s authority over us includes exacting taxes—for 

the authorities [collecting taxes] are God’s servants, who give their full time to 

governing (vs. 6; cf. Mark 12:17).  Conclusion to this entire section?  Give to everyone 

what you owe: If you owe taxes, pay taxes; if revenue, then revenue; if respect, then 

respect; if honor, then honor (vs. 7).  Moving from fiscal diligence to attitudinal 

diligence, “Paul is saying that Christians should have a respectful attitude to those in high 

places, not for secular reasons such as that they are important or wealthy or powerful, but 

because God has made them his ministers.”594  

 

ROMANS 13:8-10— 

   Continuing with the idea of obligation, Paul picks up the concept of give to everyone 

what you owe (Romans 13:7) by stating—let no debt remain outstanding (vs. 8).595  

Not only are we to be fiscally responsible in our civil lives but in our private lives; we are 

to pay our bills.596  He then adds an exception—except the continuing debt to love597 

one another598 (vs. 8)—that which Bengel terms “a never ending debt.”  “Let your only 

debt that is unpaid be that of love—a debt which you should always be attempting to 

discharge in full, but will never succeed in discharging.”599  In so loving others,600 we 

fulfill the law (vs. 8), that is, we capture the essence of what the Mosaic law is all about 

in that it aims at never harming another—love does no harm to its neighbor.  Therefore 

love is the fulfillment of the law (vs. 10). “To live ‘in Christ,’ to walk ‘in love,’ is 

 
593 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 225. 

    

594 Morris, op. cit., pg. 467. 

595 Or owe no one anything (ESV; NRSV).  The Greek verb (opheilo) “often refers to financial obligations 

but was at an early time extended to include moral and religious obligations as well…it can therefore mean 

both ‘owe’…and ‘be obliged to’” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 812).   

596 There is no indication Paul here forbids borrowing. He is instead dealing with repaying debts in a timely 

manner, in keeping with the stipulations of the contract.   

597 This is a further outworking of Romans 12:9-10.   

598  Some scholars see one another in the usual Pauline sense of “fellow believers”; others see it as 

including all people, a synonym for others later in the verse.   

599 Origen, quoted in Moo, op. cit., pp. 812-813.  

600 Others are specific individuals with whom we come into actual contact, believer and unbeliever alike.   
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something entirely different from living under the law and striving to fulfill all its 

requirements; and yet the law is fulfilled in it.”601 

   Paul then examples with four commandments from the “second table” of the Decalogue 

what happens when we love—we do not commit adultery…murder…steal…or covet 

(vs. 9); 602  in other words—you “love your neighbor as yourself” (vs. 9, quoting 

Leviticus 19:18).   

 

• It has sometimes been argued that the commandment to love one’s neighbour 

as oneself legitimizes, and indeed actually, requires, self-love. The 

significance of ‘as yourself’ is rather that God addresses His command to us 

as the men that we actually are, the sinners who do, as a matter of fact, love 

ourselves, and claims us as such for love to our neighbours.  And this form of 

the commandment indicates that the love for our neighbour which is required 

of us is a love which is altogether real and sincere—as real and sincere as our 

sinful self-love, about the reality and sincerity of which there is no shadow of 

doubt.603 

 

ROMANS 13:11-14— 

   Paul closes the chapter with “further exhortation to remind his readers of the 

eschatological constraints upon their daily conduct…in that his readers had entered upon 

a completely new phase of historical existence.”604  He begins with a call to spiritual 

diligence—and do this,605 understanding the present time.  The hour has already 

come for you to wake up from your slumber606 (vs. 11).   The imminence of Christ’s 

return is given as the basis of Paul’s ethical exhortation—because our salvation is 

nearer now than when we first believed (vs. 11)—as it is by Jesus (Mark 13:33-37), as 

well as Peter (1 Peter 4:7) and James (James 5:8-9).     

   Specifics of not slumbering include put[ting] aside the deeds of darkness…not 

[participating] in carousing 607  and drunkenness…in sexual immorality and 

 
601 Morris, op. cit., pp. 469-470.   

602 And whatever other command there may be indicates that the four cited commandments are not 

intended to be exhaustive.   

603 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 677. 

604 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 792. 

605 This likely references the content of Romans 12-13.   

606 Or from your lethargic Christian life, a life in conformity with this Age.   

607 Or excessive, raucous partying.   
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debauchery608…in dissension609 and jealousy (vv. 12-13).  Instead of slumbering—put 

on the armor of light610…behave decently…clothe611 yourselves with the Lord Jesus 

Christ, and…do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature (vv. 

12-14).612  “Put in very simple English, Paul is saying: Do not plan for sin; give it no 

welcome; offer it no opportunity.  Kick the sin off your doorstep and you won’t have it in 

the house,”613  remembering that “we are living in ‘this present time’ under the lordship 

of Jesus!”614 

 

    

    

     

 

    

    

    

    

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
608 Or unrestrained lust.   

609 Or a self-willed readiness to quarrel.   

610 A generic metaphor emphasizing the idea of being armed for battle.   

611 “This language of changing clothes was widely used with metaphorical associations in the ancient 

world, and the NT writers adopt it as a vivid way of picturing the change of values that accompanies, and is 

required by, conversion to Christ” (Douglas Moo, op. cit., pg. 823).   

612 Or make no provision for the flesh, to gratify its desires (NRSV).  “In contrast to the beautiful and 

protective clothing which is Christ, Paul refers to our ugly, self-centred nature (sarx).  It has not been 

eradicated; it is still there.  It also still has clamant desires” (John R.W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 353).   

613 Foreman, quoted in Morris, op. cit., pg. 474.  

614 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 985.   
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ROMANS 14:1-12— 

   Paul begins here a section that takes us through Romans 15:13 that deals with the 

matter of differences of perspective on various issues between those whose faith is 

weak615 (14:1) and we who are strong (15:1).  We are not sure if Paul is addressing a 

general, universal matter he has observed throughout the churches or a matter specific to 

the Roman church.  Regarding Paul’s bottom line—the strong must not treat with 

contempt the weak, and the weak must not judge the strong (vs. 3)—Morris notes— 

 

• The apostle sides with neither the weak nor the strong; clearly he thought that 

unity was more important than holding either position. The situation is not 

like that in Galatians where he contended vigorously against legalists; here 

both groups were evidently clear about the centrality of justification by faith; 

it was the way that was put into practice that was at stake…Paul gives us 

advice as to how we are to live with others who love the Lord but who do not 

see what we are doing as the ideal way of living out the Christian faith.616   

 

   The positions held are with reference to morally neutral matters (disputable matters 

[vs. 1])617…not “moral absolutes.”  “This has to do with situations where there are 

differences of understanding or practice about matters having to do primarily with social 

background, personal opinion, or personal preference—that is…matters that are neither 

required or not prohibited to believers in Jesus.”618 

   The first particular addressed is that of differences of perspective over food matters—

one person’s faith allows them to eat everything, but another person, whose faith is 

weak, eats only vegetables (vs. 1).619  Believers bring habits and ways of thinking to 

salvation and less mature believers often cannot discern when something is relative or 

 
615 Those whose faith is weak are those whose faith cannot sustain them in certain kinds of conduct.  “He 

does not understand that when the meaning of justification by faith is grasped questions like the use of meat 

and wine and special days become irrelevant” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 477).   

616 Morris, op. cit., pg. 475, 477.   

617 Or opinions (NRSV, ESV); doubtful things (NKJV).   

618 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 1001.   

619 “They perhaps eat only vegetables because of vegetarian principles, but more probably in order to avoid 

eating the flesh of animals that had been sacrificed to pagan deities or not properly slaughtered according to 

Jewish law” (F. F. Bruce, op. cit., pg. 231).   
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even irrelevant to God, so they cannot let it go.  The exhortation to the strong is accept620 

[them] without quarreling621 over disputable matters (vs. 1), which Paul will expand 

in vs. 3 in asking both parties to stop criticizing—the one who eats everything must not 

treat with contempt 622  the one who does not, and the one who does not eat 

everything must not judge623 the one who does (vs. 3).  Why not be such a critic in 

morally neutral matters?624  Because God has accepted that person (vs. 3) and He alone 

is their Master; He alone determines if they have sinned in such matters (vs. 4).   

   The second specific addressed is that of some consider[ing] one day more sacred 

than another…[while] others consider every day alike (vs. 5).  “Pinning down the 

exact nature of this disagreement over ‘days’ is difficult since Paul does not elaborate.”625  

Be that as it may, Paul’s point is that everyone should be convinced in their own mind 

(vs. 5); in other words, each should have their own personal convictions but such 

personal convictions should not be used to intimidate others or be demanded of others 

within the Christian community.  “Here clearly implied is Paul’s firm recognition that 

Christians will disagree with one another on important issues, and yet each can be 

convinced of the rightness of their position.”626  Lest this become a “moral free for all” 

and lines blur between the biblically morally neutral and the biblically morally restricted, 

Paul notes—those who regard one day as special do so to the Lord.  Those who eat 

meat do so to the Lord (vs. 6, emphasis mine).  In other words, Paul assumes that each 

has rightly discerned the matter at hand to be morally neutral to God, so it is simply a 

matter of personal perspective and not His absolute perspective. 

   He closes the paragraph by noting that the Christian is not a law unto themselves, nor 

should they “play Holy Spirit” for another—for we do not live to ourselves alone and 

we do not die to ourselves alone.  If we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die 

to the Lord (vv. 7-8).  In such matters, you cannot claim freedom for yourself and not 

allow freedom for another.  “If the strong should not try to force the weak into a 

 
620 Accept means to take into friendship; to not make one feel barely tolerated.   

621 Or without starting an argument. 

622  Or have a disdainful, condescending attitude (priding yourself on your enlightened, “liberal” 

perspective); despise (NRSV).    

623 Or must not hold out your personal standards of piety as God’s only standards. 

624 Contra James 5:19-20.   

625 Moo, op. cit., pg. 842.   

626 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 814.   



 115 

frightening liberty where guidelines are far less clearly drawn, neither should the weak 

seek to restrict the strong within the limits of their own more tightly defined liberty.”627  

For this very reason, Christ died and returned to life so that He might be the Lord 

of both the dead and the living (vs. 9) reminds us that as Lord over all, Jesus is fully 

capable of helping each individual make determinant decisions in such matters.   

   The clear conclusion?  You, then, why do you judge your brother or sister?  Or why 

do you treat your brother or sister with contempt? (vs. 10).  No one is to make 

slighting or condemning remarks of another believer, nor cast doubt on the spiritual 

devotion of any member of the spiritual family simply for having different convictions 

with regard to such matters.  Again, it is because judgment in these matters belongs to 

God alone—for we will all stand before God’s judgment seat (vs. 10)—the One before 

whom we will all give an account of ourselves (vs. 12).    

 

ROMANS 14:13-23— 

   “Paul, having asserted as plainly as possible the freedom of a Christian, now goes on to 

show how on occasion that freedom may, and should, be limited—but limited 

voluntarily.” 628   He begins with an exhortation to both the strong and the weak—

therefore629 let us stop passing judgment on one another (vs. 13)—but then goes on to 

address the strong—instead, make up your mind not to put any stumbling block or 

obstacle in the way of a brother or sister (vs. 13); he addresses the strong knowing it is 

easier for them to change their practice because of their greater scope of understanding 

and maturity.  He notes that the most important principle at stake is not practicing what 

the strong have perfect liberty to practice but giving consideration to the effect of certain 

behaviors on less mature believers.  He then states the fundamental principle in all this—

nothing is unclean in itself.630 But if anyone regards something as unclean, then for 

that person it is unclean (vs. 14)—that is, even if some people can intellectually grasp 

that nothing is unclean in itself, they “cannot always ‘existentially’ grasp such truth—

 
627 Ibid.   

628 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 233. 

629 Therefore indicates the exhortation is based on what Paul has just said about each giving account to 

God.   

630 This references the fact that either no food is inherently unclean or that no food is ritually defiled since 

Christ changed the dietary laws (Mark 7:1-14; Acts 10:9-15).   
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particularly when it runs so counter to a long and strongly held tradition basic to their 

own identity.”631   

   Paul next explains what is behind not putting a stumbling block or obstacle in a fellow 

believer’s way, namely, love cares more about the spiritual integrity of a weaker brother 

or sister than about exercising personal liberties the weaker just cannot get past—if your 

brother or sister is distressed632 because of what you eat, you are no longer acting in 

love.  Do not by your eating destroy633 your brother or sister for whom Christ died 

(vs. 15).  Furthermore, even unbelievers can be negatively affected if they see some 

members not caring for the feelings and perspectives of others within the Church—

therefore do not let what you know is good be spoken of as evil (vs. 16).  Besides, it is 

not one expressing their personal freedoms that attests to the presence of God’s kingdom; 

rather, the kingdom’s presence is attested by righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy 

Spirit (vs. 17) and it is the reflection and pursuit in one’s life of these attributes that is 

pleasing to God and receives human approval (vs. 18).  “The person in question, being 

pleasing to God, has survived the test and should be approved by his fellows, believers 

and unbelievers alike.”634     

   Paul then gives an exhortation as a result of this understanding—let us therefore make 

every effort to do what leads to peace635 and to mutual edification636 (vs. 19)—and 

calls the strong to maintain big picture perspective—do not destroy637 the work of 

God638 for the sake of food (vs. 20).  So that the weak do not think “they are right,” Paul 

reiterates that indeed all food is clean (vs. 20), but that is not the defining issue; it is the 

impact of the liberties of the strong on the weak—but it is wrong for a person to eat 

anything that causes someone else to stumble.  It is better not to eat meat or drink 

 
631 Morris, op. cit., pg. 853.  “The ‘strong’, understanding their freedom in Christ, regard no foods as 

unclean, but the ‘weak’ still regard some foods as unclean, and Paul says, ‘for that person it is unclean’.  

The ‘weak’ cannot eat such foods without violating their consciences, and so while the food itself is clean, 

for them it is unclean” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 520).   

632 Or deeply hurt; is being injured (NRSV).  Paul is likely intimating that more than just seeing the 

strong participate in such activity, the strong are encouraging the weak to do so themselves.  Hence the 

distress.   

633 Or cause spiritual grief and self-condemnation.  Some commentators see it as even stronger—causing 

spiritual ruin.   

634 Morris, op. cit., pg. 489.   

635 This is peace with one another.   

636 Edification references building people up; helping them rather than criticizing or despising them.   

637 Or do not negatively affect by irresponsibly exercising liberties.   

638 The work of God references what God is doing in the life of weaker Christ-followers.   
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wine639 or do anything else that will cause your brother or sister to fall (vv. 20-21).640  

“In human relationships absolute rules are dangerous, since any principle governing 

human conduct must take account of the circumstances in specific instances…over 

against the ruling that all is clean, Paul lays out the principle of self-restricted liberty.”641  

   The last paragraph of Romans 14 shifts to a final personal application—so whatever 

you642 believe about these things keep between yourself and God (vs. 22).   Paul 

wants us to keep personal convictions and liberties as private as possible, avoiding 

parading them before others;643 he is also concerned that we not condemn ourselves 

because others have a different perspective than we—blessed are those who do not 

condemn themselves by what they approve (vs. 22).  “The balance was a difficult one 

to maintain between Christian liberty and love, and Paul must have been conscious of 

how easily the full range of liberty can lapse into legalism at one end, just as easily as it 

can lapse into licentiousness at the other.”644  Finally, the weak are not to be compelled to 

violate their conscience or participate in what they do not personally embrace—those 

who have doubts are condemned if they eat, because their eating is not from faith; 

and everything that does not come from faith is sin (vs. 23).  “The apostle is 

condemning conduct that springs from motives like selfishness or greed or fear.”645 

     

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
639 It is unknown as to why Paul brings in the matter of drinking wine.   

640 This verse clearly shows that the strong are not being asked to abstain completely from their liberties but 

rather to take account of their “watching audience” and above all, to not encourage the weaker to violate 

their convictions by participating.   

641 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 833.   

642 You is singular and emphatic in the Greek text.   

643 “Paul concludes by drawing a distinction between belief and action, that is, between private conviction 

and public behaviour” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 368).   

644 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 833. 

645 Morris, op. cit., pg. 492.  
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ROMANS 15:1-6— 

   Paul continues with the matter of differences of perspective between the strong and the 

weak,646 with an emphasis on unity and not being self-centered—we who are strong 

ought to bear647 with the failings648 of the weak and not to please ourselves649 (vs. 1).  

Classifying himself as among the strong, Paul reminds them that having a mature attitude 

is crucial and that because their maturity is the result of God’s work in them, they have a 

two-fold obligation—to bear with the failings of the weak and not to please 

[themselves].   

 

• It is a constant in the infinite variety of human cultures that the strong tend to 

use their strength as their own.  Even in the Christian church they all too 

easily see it as unfair that their conduct should be modified on account of 

considerations that seem of no importance to them, even though those 

considerations form insurmountable problems for their weak brothers.650 

 

   Paul then uses the particular situation at hand to give a universal exhortation to all 

Christ-followers—we should all please our neighbors651 for their good652 (vs. 2) and 

brings in Christ as a supporting example of such serving—for even Christ did not 

please Himself (vs. 3); more specifically, Christ’s selflessness is seen in His bearing 

God’s insults as He served humanity—“The insults of those who insult You have 

fallen on Me” (vs. 3, quoting Psalm 69:9).653   

 
646 The Greek text begins with de (furthermore), left untranslated by the TNIV. 

647 To bear has the idea of assuming the responsibility of being sure the weak are treated like family and 

encouraged along in their spiritual growth to the point of themselves becoming strong.  We who are strong 

ought to bear the burdens that the weak make for themselves and us (Moffatt).   

648 Or with the spiritual immaturity.   

649 Not to please ourselves does not mean we do not participate in anything that is personally enjoyable; it 

means rather to not be self-focused.   

650 Morris, op. cit., pg. 496. 

651 This references believer and unbeliever alike.   

652 That is, help them come to Christ if an unbeliever and come to spiritual maturity if they are a Christ-

follower. Implied also would be not enabling the weak with reference to their spiritual immaturity (their 

“weakness”).     

653 Many commentators feel that by citing this example, it puts in perspective the “suffering” of the strong 

in occasionally voluntarily giving up the practice of their liberties.    
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   Vs. 4—for everything that was written in the past was written to teach us—is a bit 

of a detour to the main argument, as Paul takes advantage of having quoted from the Old 

Testament to remind us that “the OT…continues to play a central role in helping 

Christians to understand the climax of salvation history and their responsibilities as the 

New Covenant people of God.”654  Among the central roles it plays is that of teaching 

endurance and providing encouragement that we might have hope (vs. 4).     

   The section concludes with a “prayer-wish” that serves as an indirect exhortation—

may…God…give you the same attitude of mind toward each other that Christ Jesus 

had (vs. 5).  The same attitude is not saying that the strong and the weak must agree on 

disputable matters; rather, it references their focusing on what they can agree on—

serving a fallen world with the truth of the gospel as Jesus did.  The result?  With one 

mind and one voice you may glorify the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ 

(vs. 6).  “Such united praise of God will make impossible the despising and the passing 

judgment to which 14.3 referred and the heartlessness which can cause a brother to be 

grieved and for a mere food’s sake destroy the work of God.”655   

 

ROMANS 15:7-13— 

   In this section, Paul picks up the main concept from the previous section but at the 

same time shifts focus.  “Kasemann points out that in this section ‘the tensions and 

debates vanish completely from view’ and that Paul is proceeding to show that his 

doctrine of justification is seen in God’s having mercy on the Gentiles.”656  He begins by 

noting that acceptance of fellow Christ-followers with differences of perspective is a two-

way street—accept657 one another (vs. 7); such may not be easy but Christ accepted 

[us] (vs. 7), so how can we do any less of each other?  As a matter of fact, His acceptance 

was in the form of becoming a servant to both the Jews and the Gentiles (vv. 8-9), “so 

no member of the church may safely be despised.”658  Vv. 8-9 are then supported with a 

series of texts from 2 Samuel, Psalms, Deuteronomy and Isaiah, calling “all the 

 
654 Moo, op. cit., pg. 869.   

655 Cranfield, op. cit., pg. 738. 

656 Morris, op. cit., pg. 502. 

657 Or welcome (NRSV; ESV).  It denotes wholehearted acceptance.   

658 Morris, op. cit., pg. 504.   
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recognized divisions of Scripture to witness to the point he is making, that the Gentiles 

have their place in God’s salvation.”659  

   The section closes with yet another prayer-wish for uninhibited devotion to Christ, 

which Paul sees as the “norm” for following Christ—may the God of hope fill you with 

all joy and peace as you trust in Him, so that you may overflow with hope by the 

power of the Holy Spirit (vs. 13).   

 

ROMANS 15:14-22— 

   These verses begin a final section of the epistle that runs through chapter 16, giving 

Paul’s reason for writing, his travel plans and his personal greetings to several friends.  

He begins with a commendation of the Romans—I myself am convinced, my brothers 

and sisters, that you yourselves are full of goodness,660 filled with knowledge661 and 

competent to instruct one another662 (vs. 14)— thus “assur[ing] the Roman Christians 

that the teaching in his letter has not been given because he imagined they were incapable 

of teaching one another.  He is also well aware of their moral and intellectual quality.”663   

   If they are to be so commended, why such audacious writing?  It is because Paul wants 

to enlarge the horizons of their understanding and remind them of some fundamental 

truths—I have written you quite boldly on some points to remind you of them again 

(vs. 15);664 again, his writing stems from his apostolic calling to the Gentiles and the 

passion he carries that they come to Christ—I have written…because of the grace God 

gave me to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles…so that the Gentiles might 

become an offering acceptable to God, sanctified by the Holy Spirit (vv. 15-16).  As a 

“pioneer evangelist” (Morris),665 Paul’s personal ministry calling and constant ambition 

 
659 Morris, op. cit., pg. 505. 

660 Or outstandingly good.   

661 Or intellectually informed in the faith.   

662 Or competent to admonish so as to correct what’s amiss with one another.  The three together affirm 

they are adept at providing pastoral care and oversight in the church.  

663 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 244.   

664 Before concluding, Paul “wonders whether they may have been offended by the fact, contents or tone of 

his letter.  Has he been presumptuous to address a church he did not found and has never visited?  Has he 

given the impression that he regards their Christianity as defective and immature?  Has he been too 

outspoken?” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 377).   

665 This observation is based on Paul’s I preach the gospel where Christ was not known, so that I would 

not be building on someone else’s foundation (vs. 20), which he then supports with a quote from Isaiah 

52:15.   
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has been by the power of signs and wonders, through the power of the Spirit of 

God…to preach the gospel where Christ was not known (vs. 20), something he has 

done from Jerusalem all the way around to Illyricum (vs. 19).666   It is because he has 

been focusing on these regions that he has often been hindered from coming to [Rome] 

(vs. 22).  

 

ROMANS 15:23-33— 

   The final verses of Romans 15 focus on Paul’s future travel plans and a request for 

prayer.  He begins by noting that his journey westward is motivated by the fact that the 

Middle East and Eastern Europe no longer have “new fields” for his apostolic calling and 

passion—now that there is no more place for me to work in these regions…I 

plan…[to] go to Spain (vv. 23-24).  En route he hopes to see [the Romans] while 

passing through, something he has been longing to do for many years (vv. 23-24).  “In 

the end trouble at Jerusalem led to his arrest, so that when he got to Rome it was as a 

prisoner making his appeal to Caesar, something very different from what he 

envisaged.”667  He also wants to get their support—I hope…to have you assist me on 

my journey there, after I have enjoyed your company for a while (vs. 24).   

   But first there is an immediate last obligation in Jerusalem—now…I am on my way to 

Jerusalem in the service of the Lord’s people there. For Macedonia668 and Achaia669 

were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the Lord’s people in 

Jerusalem (vv. 25-26).670  Though they were pleased to do it and the collection was a 

generous gift, not grudgingly given…not [given] reluctantly or under compulsion (2 

Corinthians 9:5, 7), Paul does note the Gentiles’ need to recognize what they have 

received from the Jews by way of spiritual heritage—for if the Gentiles have shared in 

the Jews’ spiritual blessings, they owe it to the Jews to share with them their 

material blessings (vs. 27).  “Gentile Christians, many with no previous ties to Judaism 

 
666 Illyricum is occupied today by northern Albania, Serbia and Bosnia-Herzegovina.    

667 Morris, op. cit., pg. 517.  

668 Macedonia is modern northern Greece, Macedonia and southern Albania.   

669 Achaia is basically modern Greece.   

670 Paul collected this money among the largely Gentile churches during his third missionary journey.   It 

was an expression of unity and intimacy.    
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and living far from Jerusalem, need to understand…their giving of money to the ‘saints in 

Jerusalem’ will go a long way toward solidifying this sense of ‘indebtedness’.”671 

   Romans 15 closes with Paul’s request for prayer—I urge you, brothers and 

sisters…to join me in my struggle by praying to God for me (vs. 30).  He has two 

specific requests—that I may be kept safe from the unbelievers in Judea and that the 

contribution I take to Jerusalem may be favorably received by the Lord’s people 

there (vs. 31). 

 

ROMANS 16:1-2— 

   Paul begins the final chapter, devoted in large to the naming of specific individuals, 

with a commendation of our sister Phoebe, a deacon672 of the church in Cenchreae673 

(vs. 1).  She was apparently a woman of influence and means (the benefactor674 of many 

[vs. 2]), who would nonetheless have need upon arriving in Rome, need which Paul asks 

the church to help with as they receive her in the Lord in a way worthy of His people 

(vs. 2).   

 

ROMANS 16:3-16— 

   Such a list of names is often under-appreciated by modern readers.  But the names hold 

great significance.675  Notes Morris— 

 

• The multiplicity of greetings to people of whom we know nothing apart from 

their being listed here roots the letter in a specific context.  It was a letter to 

real people and, as far as we can see, to ordinary people; it was not written to 

professional theologians.  As we consider the weighty matters Paul deals with, 

we are apt to overlook the fact that it was addressed to people…clearly Paul 

 
671 Moo, op. cit., pg. 905.   

672 Or deaconess (RSV); less likely servant (NIV).  The word references a local church office holder who 

ministered primarily in overseeing providing for the physical well-being of congregants; deacons 

apparently ministered along with the elders in many churches (cf. Philippians 1:1).  “There has been debate 

about the exact nature of Phoebe’s role as a ‘deacon of the church in Cenchreae’.  Some early church 

fathers (like Origen) believed that she fulfilled an official role…while we can grant that diakonos in 

Romans does not yet refer to an ecclesiastical office with a set place within the hierarchy of the church and 

with specific qualifications of the office bearers, yet it does describe a person with a special function in the 

pastoral and administrative life of the church; and such functions should most probably include pastoral 

care, teaching, and even missionary work” (Colin Kruse, op. cit., pg. 554).   

673 Cenchreae was the port of Corinth.   

674 Or helper (RSV); patron (ESV).   

675 Paul mentions twenty-six individuals, two families and three house churches.   
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expected this kind of person to be helped by what he wrote…and it is fitting 

that this letter, which has given us so much solid doctrinal teaching, should 

end with this emphasis on persons, on love, and on a reminder that humble 

servants of God perform all sorts of active ministry.676 

 

   Note also Moo’s comment.  “Paul’s reference to coworkers reminds us that Paul was 

not a ‘lone ranger’ kind of missionary…and Paul’s mention of nine women in this list 

reminds us that women played an important role in the early church…ministry in the 

early church was never confined to men.”677 

     Paul’s closing statement—greet one another with a holy kiss (vs. 16)—reflects a 

regular Pauline formula.  “Kissing as a form of social respect and regard, at greeting or 

parting, was widespread throughout the Orient.”678 

 

ROMANS 16:17-20— 

   Paul next moves to words of warning—I urge679 you, brothers and sisters, to watch 

out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are contrary to 

the teaching you have learned.  Keep away from them (vs. 17).  It is a call to be 

circumspect and vigilant against false teaching and a commendation that they are fully 

capable of telling the difference. 680   He reminds them that such teachers are self-

serving—for such people are not serving our Lord Christ, but their own appetites 

(vs. 18)—and that their method is smooth talk and flattery…[to] deceive the minds of 

naïve people681 (vs. 18).  He then notes that it is good to be “naïve” in some areas—

 
676 Morris, op. cit., pg, 527.  

677 Moo, op. cit., pg. 927.  Regarding the ministry of the women mentioned, Paul notes that Junia [was] 

outstanding among the apostles (Romans 16:7).  This indicates that she was an apostle along with her 

husband Andronicus, something somewhat troubling to many throughout Church history such that the text 

was apparently later modified to reflect a male name in some manuscripts (cf. Junias [NIV]).  

Outstanding among the apostles “certainly means ‘prominent among the apostles,’ rather than 

‘outstanding in the eyes of the apostles’…the straightforward description ‘the apostles’, and the following 

clause, together strongly suggest that Andronicus and Junia belonged to the large group (larger than the 

twelve) of those appointed apostles by the risen Christ in 1 Cor. 15:7” (James D. G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 

894).  “These references to women in Christian ministry reflect the fact that women believers in Jesus were 

engaged during the earliest days of nascent Christianity in ministries that were just as God-ordained and 

just as important as the ministries of believing men” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 1071).   

678 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 898.   

679 “I urge you is the language of appeal, not of command; Paul is inviting his readers to heed what he says, 

but he is not giving a peremptory order” (Leon Morris, op. cit., pg. 539).   

680 We do not know the nature of the teaching against which Paul’s warning is given.   

681 Or innocent, unsuspecting people; the simple-minded (NRSV).   
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innocent about what is evil (vs. 19)—but absolutely not in others—I want you to be 

wise about what is good (vs. 19). 

   He closes the section by reflecting off Genesis 3:15 and prophesying to the Romans of 

God’s promise to soon crush Satan under [their] feet (vs. 20), a prophecy with both 

immediate and eschatological implications. 

 

ROMANS 16:21-27— 

   The task of the epistle having been accomplished, Paul sends the Romans greetings 

from his immediate coworkers—Timothy…Lucius, Jason…Sosipater…Tertius… 

Gaius…Erastus…and Quartus (vv. 21-24) and Tertius notes he served as 

amanuensis—I, Tertius…wrote down this letter (vs. 22).  He closes with a doxology 

that summarizes the epistle’s basic concerns—now to Him who is able to establish you 

in accordance with my gospel, the message I proclaim about Jesus Christ, in keeping 

with the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and 

made known through the prophetic writings by the command of the eternal God, so 

that all the Gentiles might come to faith and obedience—to the only wise God be 

glory forever through Jesus Christ!  Amen (vv. 25-27).      
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INTRODUCTION TO GALATIANS— 

   Galatians was written by Paul682  (Galatians 1:1) to a group of churches in South 

Galatia.683  “That the letter is addressed to these churches collectively suggests that a 

certain relationship existed between them, and there were similarities as regards both 

their external circumstances and their internal conditions.”684  It was written largely to 

address the fact that some people are throwing you into confusion685 and are trying to 

pervert the gospel of Christ (Galatians 1:7), which included both doctrinal error and 

casting dispersion on Paul’s apostleship.   

• There are two snares that even the most well-meaning church or teacher can 

fall into.  You can fall into them all by yourself, alone in your room with your 

Bible.  The first snare is this: In order to make God really happy with the way 

you live as a Christian, you need Christ plus something else (like plus reading 

the right Bible translation, voting with the correct political party, practicing 

spiritual disciplines, etc.).  These extras are often good, or at least neutral, in 

themselves…but sometimes these good things can become so much what our 

group is about that these good things eclipse Christ…the second, related, 

snare has to do with the Holy Spirit.  We know God calls us to holiness, but 

receiving and acting on the Holy Spirit’s guidance sometimes feels murky, 

uncertain.  Beginners, in particular, can’t be cut loose to listen to the Spirit, 

can they?  It might be safer to have a list of good things do to and a list of bad 

things not to do.686 

 

   The exact identity of these people is debated in biblical scholarship, but the 

longstanding understanding is that they were Judaizers, “Christian Jews who came from 

the Jerusalem church to Paul’s churches in Galatia with a message stressing the need for 

 
682 See footnote #1 above.   

683 These were churches founded largely by Paul and would have included churches in Psidian Antioch, 

Iconium, Lystra and Derbe.  Galatia was part of modern day Turkey.   

684  Fung, Ronald, The New International Commentary on the New Testament—The Epistle To The 

Galatians, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1988, pg. 3.   

685 Later Paul will say they were being bewitched (Galatians 3:1).     

686 McKnight, Scot and Lee-Thorp, Karen, Galatians: Living in Freedom and Love, Zondervan, Grand 

Rapids, MI, 2010, pp. 11-12.   
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Gentiles to be circumcised and to keep the rudiments of the cultic calendar, both for full 

acceptance by God and as a proper Christian lifestyle.”687  

   It was likely written on the eve of the Jerusalem Council (ca. A.D. 48), possibly by an 

amanuensis.688   

 

GALATIANS 1:1-5— 

   The epistle begins with many elements common to first century epistolary style—

naming the writer, the recipients and giving a greeting.689  In identifying himself, Paul 

notes that he is an apostle—sent not with a human commission nor by human 

authority, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father (vs. 1), undoubtedly as noted above 

because the authenticity of his apostleship was being questioned by the agitators.  Both 

the Father and Jesus stand together in calling him to his apostleship and he speaks with 

their combined authority, as well as with the same authority as the apostles in Jerusalem.  

“His aim is to show that his apostolate stands or falls with theirs” (the Jerusalem 

apostles).690  All the brothers and sisters691 with Paul (vs. 2) stand as witnesses to the 

writing and share his perspective.     

   His greeting—grace and peace692 to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ (vs. 3)—then gives way to an early church confessional statement noting that 

Christ gave Himself for our sins (vs. 4).693   The purpose of His giving of Himself was 

to rescue us from the present evil age694 (vs. 4), that is, to transfer us (though we still 

live in this age) from the realm where sin is irresistible to the realm where Christ is Lord 

and sin is no longer our master.   

 

 
687 Longenecker, Richard, Word Biblical Commentary—Galatians, Word Books, Publisher, Waco, TX, 

1990, pg. xcv.  “These Judaizers may have been connected with the ‘circumcision party’ of the Jerusalem 

church whose activities are illustrated in Acts 15:1, 24” (Ronald Fung, op. cit., pp. 8-9).   

688 Though no one is named, this was standard first century practice.   

689  See Fee, Gordon and Stuart, Douglas, How To Read The Bible For All Its Worth—Third Edition, 

Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI, 2003, pp. 56-57.   

690 Cole, R. Alan, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries—Galatians, William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1984 reprint, pg. 32. 

691 We do not know who these individuals were specifically.   

692 This would be peace with God (justified).   

693 This is comparable to God presented Christ as a sacrifice of atonement (Romans 3:25).  See also 

Mark 10:45.   

694 This age is seen by Paul as dominated by an ethically evil power opposed to God’s will; Satan is its god.     
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• Here, then, is Paul’s “realized eschatology”.  Temporally, the age to come, 

the resurrection age, still lies in the future; spiritually, believers in Christ 

have here and now been made partakers of it, because they share the risen life 

of Christ…they have thus been delivered from the control of the powers which 

dominate the present age.695    

 

   The opening section closes with a doxology, prompted by the confessional statement of 

Jesus’ atoning work—to whom be glory for ever and ever.  Amen (vs. 5).  

 

GALATIANS 1:6-10— 

   Conspicuously absent is any thanksgiving for the Galatians. “The most probable 

account of the omission of any thanksgiving here is that Paul was impelled by a sense of 

overmastering urgency to come straight to the point.”696  Instead, there is an “indignant 

protest” as he remonstrates—I am astonished697 that you are so quickly698 deserting699 

the One who called you by the grace of Christ700 and are turning to a different701 

gospel (vs. 6).  So as to clarify that by different he means “invalid,” Paul quickly 

notes—which is really no gospel at all (vs. 7).  “In Paul’s judgment any ‘gospel’ that 

differs fundamentally from the one which he preached to the Galatians is no gospel at all, 

and this verdict he immediately passes on the new doctrine which was claiming the 

allegiance of his Galatian converts.”702   This perversion of the gospel of Christ, said to 

be propagated by some people,703 is throwing [them] into confusion (vs. 7),704 that is, 

deeply emotionally upsetting them and causing them to wonder if in fact as Gentiles they 

need to become Jewish to continue in Christ.  “Paul understood their insistence on 

circumcision…to involve a retrogression from justification by grace to justification by 

 
695 Bruce, F.F., New International Greek Testament Commentary—Commentary on Galatians, William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1982, pg. 76.   

696 Ibid., pg. 80.   

697 Or irritated; amazed (NASB).   

698 Or rashly, easily. 

699 The Greek verb (metatithemi) was often used of military desertion.  Paul is intimating possible apostasy.     

700 “Paul highlights the means by which the Galatians were first brought to God—i.e., by God’s unmerited 

benevolence, as contrasted to their ‘works of the law’” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 15).     

701 Or diametrically opposed.   

702 Fung, op. cit., pg. 45.  

703 It is not likely that these people were from among the Galatians themselves.   

704 “The Greek verb for throwing into confusion (tarasso) means to ‘shake’ or ‘agitate’” (John R. W. 

Stott, The Message of Galatians—The Bible Speaks Today, IVP Academic, Downers Grove, IL, 1986, pg. 

23).   
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law-keeping, a retrogression from the liberty of the Spirit to religious slavery.”705  Paul 

then uses a doubtful but possible condition—but even if we or an angel from heaven706 

should preach a gospel other than the one we preached to you (vs. 8)—to drive home 

the point that the truth of the message trumps the messenger.  He then gives one of his 

most scathing hortatory statements—let that person be under God’s curse!707 (vs. 8).   

Paul is so concerned that they “get it” that he repeats himself (vs. 9).   

   The section closes with two rhetorical questions that indicate part of the agitators’ tact 

in undermining Paul personally was questioning his motive—am I now trying to win 

human approval, or708 God’s approval?  Or am I trying to please people? (vs. 10).  

“His detractors accused him of sacrificing the truth of God for the sake of persuading 

men…they insinuated that he was more bent on winning favour with men than on 

securing the approval of God.”709  This may have been Paul’s pre-conversion modus 

operandi, but no longer; also, in this case, being a servant of Christ and pleasing people 

are mutually exclusive—if I were still trying to please people, I would not be a 

servant of Christ (vs. 10).710      

 

GALATIANS 1:11-24— 

   In a section extending through 2:14, Paul emphasizes “afresh that he received his 

gospel when Christ was revealed to him on the Damascus road…and reviews his early 

training in Judaism, his persecution of the church, the radical change wrought in him by 

the revelation…and his immediate obedience to the commission then laid on him.”711   

He begins with a reminder that he did not make up his understanding of a “law-free 

gospel” with no obligations such as circumcision, nor was he instructed such by the other 

apostles—I want you to know,712 brothers and sisters, that the gospel I preach is not 

of human origin.  I did not receive it from any human source, nor was I taught it; 

 
705 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 82.   

706 Most commentators see this as an ironic statement to debunk the alleged credentials of their agitators.   

707 Or let him be anathema (NASB margin), that is, put under a divine ban/banished to hell.   

708 Or rather than.   

709  Rendall, Frederic, The Expositor’s Greek Testament—The Epistle to the Galatians, W. Robertson 

Nicoll, Editor, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1979 reprint, pg. 153.   

710 There are times when these are not mutually exclusive (cf. Romans 15:1-3).   

711 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 87.   

712 Or “Let me make it perfectly clear” (John MacArthur). 
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rather, I received it713 by revelation714 from Jesus Christ (vv. 11-12).  “The revelation 

here spoken of obviously refers to Christ’s appearing to Paul on the Damascus road…and 

it was the gospel of justification by faith which came to Paul as the result of a direct 

revelation of Jesus Christ.”715    

   Paul next gives further explanation, beginning with a reference to his pre-Christian 

days—for 716  you have heard of my previous way of life 717  in Judaism, how 

intensely718 I persecuted the church of God719 and tried to destroy it (vs. 13)—then 

transitions to commenting on his dedication as a young Pharisee—I was advancing720 in 

Judaism beyond many my own age among my people and was extremely zealous for 

the traditions of my fathers721 (vs. 14).  But change came, as the all-sufficiency of 

Christ was revealed to his heart on the Damascus road and he saw the bankruptcy of 

law—but [then] God…was pleased to reveal His Son in me722 (vv. 15-16).  Because 

the agitators claimed Paul was subordinated to and dependent on the Jerusalem apostles 

(whom they apparently alleged agreed with their understanding), Paul notes his itinerary 

immediately following Christ’s revelation, an itinerary that did not intersect with the 

Jerusalem apostles, let alone allow for their instruction of him—my immediate response 

was not to consult any human being.723  I did not go up to Jerusalem to see those 

who were apostles before I was, but I went to Arabia. 724   Later I returned to 

Damascus725 (vv. 16-17).  

• Here Paul is rebutting the account which had evidently won wide circulation, 

that the Jerusalem leaders instructed him soon after his conversion in the 

principles of the gospel; (including, it may have been said, the continuing 

requirement of circumcision), but that he broke loose from their tutelage and 

 
713 Or it came (RSV).   

714 For further understanding of how this revelation was communicated and understood, see Fung, op. cit., 

pp. 66-68. 

715 Ibid. pg. 53-54. 

716 The Greek gar here is explanatory.   

717 Or my conduct. 

718 Or violently (NRSV; ESV).   

719 This references the church in Jerusalem.   

720 Both morally and spiritually.   

721 That is the Pharisees’ interpretation of Torah.   

722 Or to me (NRSV; ESV).     

723 Or humankind in its finitude and frailty.  This is not a dispersion against the Twelve or James, but a 

reinforcing that Paul’s understanding came directly from Christ.   

724  We do not know if this was for the purpose of evangelism or personal solitude for reflection on 

implications of Christ’s revelation.   

725 His reference to Arabia…Damascus is a type of “alibi-reasoning” (Holmberg).   
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pursued a line of his own with his circumcision-free gospel—a line which 

lacked any recognizable authority.726  

 

   Continuing with a consecutive account (then [vs. 18]) that shows his “healthy 

independence” from the Jerusalem apostles, Paul states that after three years,727 I went 

up to Jerusalem to get acquainted728 with Cephas729 and stayed with him fifteen 

days730 (vs. 18).  He also saw James, the Lord’s brother731 but absolutely none of the 

other apostles732 (vs. 19).  Paul is so adamant that the Galatians believe him over his 

detractors that he calls God as his witness—I assure you before God733 that what I am 

writing you is no lie (vs. 20).   

    In the final paragraph of Galatians 1, Paul again continues his itinerary so that there are 

no suspicious gaps (then [vs. 21]).  He notes that after Jerusalem he went to the regions 

of Syria and Cilicia734 (vs. 21 [NRSV]), stating again that he had no contact with any 

Jerusalem leaders—I was personally unknown to the churches of Judea735 that are in 

Christ (vs. 22).  They only knew him by reputation—they only heard the report: “The 

man who formerly persecuted us is now preaching the faith he once tried to 

destroy” (vs. 23)—to which they responded by praising God (vs. 24).  “The response of 

the Judean Christians, including those at Jerusalem, to his early missionary activities was 

to give praise to God because of his preaching, which is quite the opposite of the 

Judaizers’ carping about his authority and message.”736         

 
726 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 95.   

727 This is either three years after Paul’s conversion or after his return to Damascus.   

728 Or to visit (NRSV; ESV).   

729 Peter’s Aramaic name.   

730 Fifteen days would not have been ample time for Paul to be dependent on Peter for his apostleship or 

understanding of the gospel.  He did, however, likely learn aspects of Jesus’ earthly life from Peter as they 

probably discussed “more than the weather” (cf. I Corinthians 15:3-7).   

731 Protestant understanding (known as the “Helvidian” view) is that James was Jesus’ uterine brother, 

Joseph and Mary being his parents.   

732 Scripture is silent as to why Paul did not connect with any of them during his two-week visit.   

733 Before God serves also to reiterate He is the Source of Paul’s law-free understanding of the gospel.   

734 Cilicia today is part of Turkey; its capital was Tarsus.   

735 These would be the churches throughout Judea, Galilee and Samaria (Acts 9:31) that were formed 

largely as a result of the persecution following Stephen’s martyrdom (Acts 8:1).   

736 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 42.  “What Paul has been saying in verses 13 to 24 may be summarized thus: 

The fanaticism of his pre-conversion career, the divine initiative in his conversion, and his almost total 

isolation from the Jerusalem church leaders afterwards together combined to demonstrate that his message 

was not from man but from God.  Further, this historical, circumstantial evidence could not be gainsaid” 

(John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 36).   
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GALATIANS 2:1-10— 

   Paul concludes the chronological report (then [vs. 1]) that he began in Chapter 1 to 

defend the fact that his understanding of the gospel came directly from Christ and not 

from the Jerusalem apostles.  It is important to Paul that he not omit anything relative to 

his somewhat detailed apologetic purpose—after fourteen years,737 I went up again738 

to Jerusalem (vs. 1)—a visit that this time included Barnabas (vs. 1).739  Paul further 

notes that he took Titus along also…who was [not] compelled to be circumcised, even 

though he was a Greek (vv. 1, 3), indicating that because the Jerusalem leadership did 

not demand Titus to be circumcised, they too believed in a law-free gospel.  “The non-

circumcision of Titus, therefore, was in reality a decision of the principle.”740    

   This second visit was in response to a revelation741 (vs. 2); he met privately with 

those esteemed as leaders742…set[ting] before them the gospel that I preach among 

the Gentiles (vs. 2) and used the occasion to make sure the Jerusalem leadership was “on 

board” with him—I wanted to be sure I was not running and had not been running 

my race in vain (vs. 2).  “His commission was not derived from Jerusalem, but it could 

not be executed effectively except in fellowship with Jerusalem.”743  Paul rounds out the 

first paragraph by again stating why this [entire] matter arouse in the first place—some 

false believers744 had infiltrated745 our ranks to spy on the freedom746 we have in 

Christ Jesus and to make us slaves (vs. 4).  “The aim of the infiltrators is to bring the 

 
737 This is either fourteen years after his conversion or after his last visit to Jerusalem.   

738 Again references the fact this was his second post-conversion visit.  

739 This visit was likely in conjunction with either the Jerusalem Council (Acts 15) or the famine relief 

monies he delivered (Acts 11). 

740 Burton, quoted in Fung, op. cit., pg. 93.  “To introduce the works of the law and make our acceptance 

depend on our obedience to rules and regulations was to bring a free man into bondage again.  Of this 

principle Titus was a test case” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 43).   

741 We do not know the specifics of this revelation but it clearly establishes that it was God’s direct 

intervention that prompted the visit.   

742 Those esteemed as leaders are subsequently identified as James, Cephas and John…esteemed as 

pillars (vs. 9).  They are also said to be held in high esteem (vs. 6).    

743 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 111. 

744 Or sham-Christians (NEB).   

745 Or had come in to sabotage. 

746 The freedom references freedom of justification without the law. 
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Gentile Christians under bondage to the law, of which the act of circumcision is the 

epitome.”747  Thus Paul’s strong response—we748 did not give in to them for a moment, 

so that the truth of the gospel might remain with you (vs. 5).   

   Vv. 6-10 provide further insight into what resulted from the private meeting with the 

Jerusalem pillars.  Firstly—they added749 nothing to my message (vs. 6)—meaning that 

Peter, James and John embraced both the content of Paul’s understanding of the gospel 

and the fact that the origin of his understanding and his apostolate were supernatural.   

Secondly, they acknowledged that Paul had been entrusted with the task of preaching 

the gospel to the Gentiles, just as Peter had been to the Jews750 (vs. 7).  Thirdly—

those esteemed as pillars gave me and Barnabas the right hand of fellowship751 when 

they recognized the grace given to me (vs. 9).  Lastly752—they asked…that we should 

continue to remember753 the poor,754 the very thing I had been eager to do all along 

(vs. 10).     

 

GALATIANS 2:11-14— 

   The last of Paul’s defense is not in the form of a chronological report to show he was 

not around the Jerusalem apostles enough to have been indebted to them for his 

understanding vs. being directly indebted to Christ, but in the form of a “run in” with 

Peter, a “run in” that he sees as further vindicating of his law-free gospel—when Cephas 

came to Antioch,755 I opposed him to his face, because he stood condemned756 (vs. 

11).  “Augustine seems to have been right in his interpretation of Gal 2:11-14: here is a 

 
747 Fung, op. cit., pg. 94.  

748 That is, both Paul and all Gentile Christians.   

749 Or contributed (NRSV).   

750 This does not mean that neither ever “crossed over”; it is rather a generalized statement of their overall 

ministry callings, “a general recognition of the dispensation of God which had so far prevailed and a 

general agreement giving the primary direction in which each side was to apply its respective missionary 

efforts” (Ronald Fung, op. cit., pg. 100).    

751 Or shook hands with me and Barnabas (The Message).   

752 This final element lies outside the scope of the argument at hand.   

753 “The verb ‘to remember,’ in Greek as well as in English, means not just ‘to bring a gift,’ but more 

basically ‘to keep someone in mind as worthy of affection or recognition’” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., 

pg. 60).   

754 The poor references the economically poor Jewish Christians in Jerusalem (cf. Romans 15:26).   

755 There is no consensus among scholars as to when this event transpired, but the majority place it after 

Paul’s visit to Jerusalem recorded in Galatians 2:1-10.   

756 Or he was clearly in the wrong (NEB); he stood self-condemned (NRSV).  Later Paul will say he was 

not acting in line with the truth of the gospel (vs. 14).    



 133 

case of the higher claims of truth over rank or office, and Peter was dreadfully wrong and 

Paul right in his rebuke and his defense of the gospel.”757  “It is not an honest mistake 

that stirs Paul’s wrath so much as the deceitfulness of it all”758 in that Peter gave in to 

pressure—for before certain people came from James,759 he used to eat760 with the 

Gentiles.  But when they arrived,761 he began to draw back and separate himself762 

from the Gentiles because he was afraid 763  of those who belonged to the 

circumcision group764 (vs. 12).  It is also important to Paul that we note the impact of 

Peter’s example on others—the other Jews765 joined him in his hypocrisy,766 so that by 

their hypocrisy even Barnabas was led astray (vs. 13). 

   Exactly what did Paul’s opposing Peter to his face entail?  I said to Cephas in front of 

them all,767 “You are a Jew, yet you live like a Gentile and not like a Jew.  How768 is 

it, then, that you force Gentiles to follow Jewish customs?” (vs. 14).  “Cephas had not 

abandoned a nonlegal lifestyle on any permanent basis, but only temporarily as a matter 

of expediency…and had inadvertently destroyed the integrity of Gentile Christians…for 

they would have had to become Jews for full acceptance within the church.”769  

 

 

 

 
757 Longenekcer, op. cit., pg. 79.   

758 Cole, op. cit., pg. 74. 

759 These would have been messengers from the Jerusalem church, not Judaizers.    

760 To eat would have included partaking of the Eucharist.   

761 “What was their message?  It may have been something like this: ‘news is reaching us in Jerusalem that 

you are habitually practicing table-fellowship with Gentiles. This is causing grave scandal to our more 

conservative brethren here.  Not only so: it is becoming common knowledge outside the church, so that our 

attempts to evangelize our fellow-Jews are being seriously hampered’” (T. W. Manson, quoted in Bruce, 

op. cit., pg. 130).   

762 The Greek construction of these two verbs indicates this was a gradual withdrawing.   

763 Though we are not told why, because he was afraid suggests a strong emotional reaction.  

764 The circumcision group would have included Jewish-Christians and non-Christians.   

765 These would have been Jewish Christians in Antioch.   

766 Or play-acting based on expediency and not principle. Paul knew this was not Peter’s true conviction.  

“In Jewish usage, the Greek word hypocrites didn’t just mean being insincere or fake.  It carried the sense 

of ‘wickedness, opposition to God and his truth, and even heresy.’  That is, even Peter was behaving at 

times according to a false gospel (2:14)” (Scot McKnight & Karen Lee-Thorp, op. cit., pg. 28).   

767 In front of them all references a public rebuke in front of all the members of the Antioch church during 

an open session.   

768 How “expresses all of the emotions of surprise, displeasure, and agitation” (Richard Longenecker, op. 

cit., pg. 78).   

769 Ibid.   
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GALATIANS 2: 15-21770— 

   Paul’s argument (or continued quote) begins by stating what he assumes Peter knows 

and affirms relative to justification771—we who are Jews772 by birth773 and not sinful 

Gentiles,774 know that a person is not justified775 by observing the law,776 but by 

faith in Jesus Christ (vv. 15-16).777  As a result (so [vs. 16])—we, too,778 have put our 

faith in Christ Jesus that we may be justified by faith in Christ and not by observing 

the law, because by observing the law no one will be justified (vs. 16).  “Paul denied 

any saving significance to the law.”779 

 

• The upshot of Paul’s statement in vv. 15f is that justification is attained by 

faith in Christ alone and not by legal works, and that this principle—which is 

illustrated in his own experience and that of the other Jewish Christians and, 

at least in what it denies, is supported by Scripture—applies universally to 

Jew and Gentile alike.780 

 

   Paul then moves to address apparent charges against him, but the exact nature of those 

charges is not clear to us—but if,781 in seeking to be justified in Christ, we Jews find 

ourselves also among the sinners,782 doesn’t that mean that Christ promotes sin?783 

(vs. 17).   

 

• Here Paul may simply mean that when law-abiding Jews like Peter and 

himself cease to look to the law as the basis of their justification before God 

and find that justification in Christ instead, they put themselves effectively on 

 
770 Scholars are divided as to where Paul’s quote to Peter ends.  The TNIV quotes him through vs. 21.  The 

NRSV confines it to only vs. 14, with vv. 15-21 a doctrinal argument.   

771 See Acts 15:7-11.   

772 That is Christ-following Jews.   

773 Or natural descent.   

774 Sinful Gentiles references the Jews’ perspective that because the Gentiles did not possess the law there 

was no possibility of their attaining righteousness through it.   

775 That is declared legally (forensically) righteous before God.   

776 Or a person is justified not by the works of the law (NRSV).   

777 “These verses have been aptly described as ‘Paul’s doctrine of justification in a nutshell’” (Ronald Fung, 

op. cit., pg. 112).   

778 Like believing Gentiles.     

779 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 140.   

780 Fung, op. cit., pg. 118.   

781 Or since.   

782 Or we no less than the Gentiles have accepted the position of sinners (NEB margin).   

783 Or is Christ then a servant of sin? (NRSV; ESV).  “To the Jews Paul’s gospel of salvation by grace 

through faith in Christ would remove all incentive for moral effort.  In their eyes it would lead to a lower 

moral standard than under the law of Moses. Therefore, even Christ would have become” One who 

promotes sin (R. Alan Cole, op. cit., pg. 80).     
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a level with “sinners of the Gentiles”: they have, in that sense, “been found 

sinners”—they themselves as much as lesser breeds without the law…they 

have in logic, if not in consciousness, abandoned faith in the law, and have 

had to take their place as sinners, utterly in need of God’s justifying grace.784 

 

   The thought of Christ promoting sin is so preposterous that Paul responds—Absolutely 

not! (vs. 18)785—and goes on to state—if I786 rebuild what I destroyed,787 then I really 

would be a lawbreaker788 (vs. 18).789  “Paul insists that to revert to the Mosaic law as a 

Christian is what really constitutes breaking the law, for then the law’s true intent is 

nullified.”790        

   The closing paragraph begins with a statement that Paul assumes would be affirmed by 

all Christ-followers—through the law791 I792 died to the law so that I might live for 

God.  I have been crucified with Christ793 and I no longer live,794 but Christ lives in 

me (vv. 19-20).   

 

• In many ways, this is one of the central passages of Galatians.  It is, indeed, a 

text frequently used by preachers, but it is important to realize that it is not so 

much an exhortation to personal sanctification as a powerful argument for the 

total sufficiency and efficacy of the work of Christ.  It is true that it deals with 

the great motives for Christian service, but the central thought is the complete 

breach with the old ways of thought that is demanded by faith-committal to 

Christ.  The “faith that justifies” is total, in extent if not in quantity.795   

 

   The chapter concludes with a climax in the argument as Paul answers what was 

undoubtedly an objection to his understanding of a law-free gospel—I do not set aside 

 
784 Bruce, Galatians, pp. 140-141.  “Paul specifically denies the allegation that he was guilty of making 

Christ the agent or author of men’s sins.  On the contrary, he goes on ‘I make myself a transgressor’ (vs. 18 

[KJV]).  In other words, ‘if after my justification I am still a sinner, it is my fault and not Christ’s.  I have 

only myself to blame; no-one can blame Christ’” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pp. 64-65).   

785 Or perish the thought! 

786 I here is rhetorical to make his point more diplomatically.   

787 What I destroyed references Paul’s understanding at his conversion that the law is not the basis of 

justification.   

788 Or one who sets aside the law’s intent.   

789 Paul is apparently intimating that Peter and those who joined him in not continuing to eat with the 

Gentiles were in fact doing this. 

790 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 91.  The law’s true intent is to define sin and to show us our need for 

redemption in Christ.   

791 Through the law means “that it was the intention of the Mosaic law to bring us to a place of being no 

longer dependent on its jurisdiction for the living of our lives” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 91).   

792 I is representative.   

793 Or I am in Christ (justified) and I share in His death to sin and the law and in His resurrection life.   

794 Or I no longer live an independent life of my own.   

795 Cole, op. cit., pg. 82.   
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the grace of God, for if righteousness could be gained through the law, Christ died 

for nothing (vs. 21).  “He is answering an objection that he makes the grace of God null 

and void, the more specific reference being to his setting aside the law and its 

righteousness, in which (according to the Jewish viewpoint) the grace of God 

consisted.”796   

 

    

    

    

 

      

      

        

           

    

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
796 Fung, op. cit., pg. 125.   
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GALATIANS 3:1-6— 

   Paul begins here a section of the epistle that continues through 4:11 that is built around 

two sets of somewhat rebuking rhetorical questions (3:1-5 and 4:8-10).  “With the 

background clarified by the recital of the most relevant elements of his case, Paul could 

now at last begin to address the Galatian crisis directly, and thus to embark on the main 

section of his exposition.”797  Five rhetorical questions form the framework of Paul’s 

diatribe in vv. 1-5.   

   Before his first question, Paul writes a biting and rather insulting statement that “cashes 

in on his relational equity”—you foolish Galatians! (vs. 1).  It is not an indictment of 

stupidity but an expression of surprise that they apparently lack comprehension798 in that 

they have allowed themselves to be hoodwinked—who has bewitched799 you? (vs. 1).800   

This astounds Paul because before [their] very eyes Jesus Christ was clearly 

portrayed as crucified (vs. 1), meaning, “the public and official character of the 

apostolic kerygma [was] set forth, like a placard for all to see.”801  So how could they 

abandon it?     

    Paul’s second question appeals to their personal experience with Christ when saved—

did you receive the Spirit by observing the law, or by believing what you heard? (vs. 

2).802  He is throwing the argument back on them by in effect asking, “You know how 

 
797 Dunn, James D.G., Black’s New Testament Commentary—The Epistle To The Galatians—Hendrickson 

Publishers, Peabody, MA, 2002 printing, pg. 150.  “Paul is concerned to argue, from a scriptural and 

theological perspective, the superiority of the gospel doctrine of faith to the Galatian agitators’ law-oriented 

version of Christianity.  In seeking to press home his central thesis with arguments from various directions 

which ‘tumble over one another,’ Paul appeals first to the readers’ experience and then to Scripture, and in 

connection with both to logical reasoning” (Ronald Fung, op. cit., pg. 128).   

798 Or are being illogical.   

799 Or fascinated/hypnotized.  “Their new behaviour was so strange, so completely at odds with the 

liberating message which they had previously accepted, that it appeared as if someone had put a spell on 

them” (F. F. Bruce, Galatians, pg. 148).   

800 This is Paul’s first rhetorical question.   

801 Fung, op. cit., pg. 129.   

802 The intended obvious answer is, “By believing what you heard”—a synonym for by grace through 

faith.   
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you started with Christ (were justified), so why would you think that continuing with 

Him (sanctification) would be by a different means?”  

   His third question803 plays off the second—after beginning with the Spirit,804 are you 

now trying to finish by human effort?805 (vs. 4).  This indicates that the Judaizers’ 

erroneous teaching was in the area of sanctification more than justification.806 “Paul’s 

missionary efforts were taken as merely the first step, and the opponents claimed to 

provide the necessary and final measures to bring salvation to completion and 

perfection.”807    

    The fourth question appeals to experiences they have had with the Spirit since 

believing, experiences totally independent of any encroachment of law—have you 

experienced so much808 in vain809—if810 it really was in vain? (vs. 4).  “If the Galatians 

slip back into the twilight of a half-Jewish faith, it will mean not only the end of all such 

manifestations of the Spirit; it will mean that they might as well never have had the 

experience for all the good that it did them.”811  

   The last question reflects off their ongoing experience with the Spirit—does God give 

you His Spirit812 and work miracles among you by your observing the law, or by 

your believing what you heard? (vs. 5).813  This also serves as a summation, taking up 

the idea first posed in vs. 2.  “For Paul, the antithesis between law and Spirit was as 

absolute as the antithesis between works and faith…the presence of the Spirit displaces 

 
803  This question is prefaced by another comment that expresses Paul’s astonishment at their lack of 

maturity—are you so foolish? (vs. 3).   

804 The Spirit is powerful and enabling.   

805 Human effort is self-centered and self-indulgent with no access to the Spirit’s transformational power. 

806 “Many people today believe the debate in Galatians is primarily about how you get saved, because 

Martin Luther focused on that important question five hundred years go.  But for Paul and the Judaizers, 

how you get saved isn’t their main point of disagreement.  It’s what you do once you are saved.  If Christ 

and the Holy Spirit were enough to bring you to salvation, are they enough for you to live the rest of your 

life in God’s grace?” (McKnight and Lee-Thorp, op. cit., pp. 13-14).   

807 Betz, quoted in Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 106.  “The insistence on circumcision was doubly wrong in 

Paul’s eyes: it re-erected an ethnic barrier which limited the grace of God; and it left those who lived by 

such emphases caught in all the weaknesses of the flesh” (James D. G. Dunn, Galatians, pg. 156).   

808  So much is nebulous but in general terms references ongoing experience with the Spirit in their 

individual and corporate lives, including manifestations of the Spirit (1 Corinthians 12).   

809 Or to no avail; in futility.   

810 The Greek construction (ei) indicates that the situation is not irretrievable.   

811 Cole, op. cit., pg. 91. 

812 Or justify you.     

813 As in vs. 2 the intended answer is, “By your believing what you heard” and is again a synonym for by 

grace through faith.   
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the law and rules out of court every attempt to achieve righteousness by works which the 

law prescribes.”814 

    Paul concludes the argument by citing Genesis 15:6—Abraham “believed God,815 

and it was credited to him as righteousness”—to show that it was by the hearing of 

faith and not legal works that Abraham was justified; as a prototype of the human 

response God seeks, it establishes that His way has been and always will be by grace 

through faith (for both justification and sanctification).    

 

GALATIANS 3:7-14— 

   Then816 (vs. 7) indicates that Paul is transitioning to explain what is inferred in vv. 1-6.   

 

• From the personal question, “How did you Galatians gain your acceptance 

with God?” (3:1-6), Paul passes on to the more general question, “Who are 

the people whom God accepts and on what basis are they accepted?”…it 

appears that the judaizing opponents had argued…that in order to share in 

the blessings promised in God’s covenant with Abraham, it was necessary to 

become a child of Abraham—which meant circumcision and observance of the 

law.817  

 

    Paul’s first point is—understand818  that those who have faith are children of 

Abraham (vs. 7).  This clearly establishes that Abraham’s true descendents are spiritual, 

regardless of ethnicity and most certainly regardless of circumcision.  What characterizes 

Abraham’s true descendents is faith819…even as faith characterized him, the man of 

faith (vs. 9). Because justification by faith is God’s way, Gentiles have hope of 

justification. As a matter of fact—scripture foresaw that God would justify the 

Gentiles by820 faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations 

will be blessed through you”821 (vs. 8).  The doctrine of justification by faith (here 

termed the gospel) was implicitly involved and anticipated in the promise to Abraham.   

 
814 Bruce, op. cit., pg. 152.  

815 “Abraham entered into his particular blessing by realizing that he could do nothing himself, confessing 

it to God, and throwing himself on God, counting on God to do what he could not” (R. Alan Cole, op. cit., 

pg. 91).   

816 Greek, ara. 

817 Fung, op. cit., pg. 137. 

818 Or recognize. 

819 This is reiterated in vs. 9—those who rely on faith are blessed along with Abraham.   

820 Or on the grounds of/through.   

821 This is a conflation of Genesis 12:3 and Genesis 22:18.   
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• We may reconstruct Paul’s reasoning in v. 8 as follows: Abraham received 

righteousness by faith (v. 6); his believing response was the occasion of the 

establishment of the principle of justification by faith; God foresaw that he 

was to justify the Gentiles according to this principle; this principle was 

announced as the timeless principle of the gospel…when God…made the 

promise to Abraham that through him all the nations (that is, the Gentiles) 

would be blessed.822 

 

      Let me further explain,823 Paul states.  Is justification by the law even possible?  Short 

answer, “No”; it is quite the contrary—all who rely on observing the law824 are under a 

curse, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything 

written in the Book of the Law”825 (vs. 10).  “Paul’s opening claim was exactly the 

opposite from what it should have been”826 in Jewish thinking.  Those who rely on 

observing the law are said to be under a curse,827 as opposed to being under a blessing 

as the Judaizers claimed the Gentiles would be should they adopt law-based 

sanctification, because to approach God on the grounds of one’s own merit ipso facto 

means failure and its subsequent consequences (curse).  Paul then cites Habakkuk 2:4 to 

confirm the principle of justification by grace through faith stating—clearly no one is 

justified before God by the law, because “the righteous will live by faith” (vs. 11).  

“Paul’s argument in v. 11 is, then, to this effect: because Scripture says that it is he who 

is righteous (that is, justified) by faith that will live, it follows that no one is justified by 

works of the law (irrespective of one’s success or failure in keeping it).”828      

   By way of an adversative particle, 829 vs. 12 states that law and faith are mutually 

exclusive, again emphasizing that justification can never be attained by means of the 

law—the law is not based on faith; on the contrary, it says, “Whoever does these 

things will live by them”830 (vs. 12).  “The law was given in salvation history to uncover 

 
822 Fung, op. cit., pg. 140.   

823 This is the sense of the Greek gar that begins vs. 10.  It is left untranslated by the TNIV; for (NRSV).   

824 Or all who hold to legal works for justification and for the guiding principle in life.   

825 The Book of the Law references the written Torah in all its details. This is Paul’s free translation of 

Deuteronomy 27:26.   

826 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 171.   

827 Under a curse is a generalized statement meaning, “Under appropriate consequences for failure to 

attain justification.”   

828 Fung, op. cit., pg. 145.      

829 Greek, de (for [NRSV; ESV]).  This is left untranslated in the TNIV.    

830 Leviticus 18:5.   
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sin, at times even by rousing it to action, and so functions for another purpose and on a 

different level than faith; furthermore, the law has no power to make alive.”831  The only 

way humankind can experience life and justification is through Christ who redeemed us 

from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us,832 for it is written: “Cursed is 

everyone who is hung on a pole.”833 He redeemed us in order that the blessing given 

to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we 

might receive the promise of the Spirit (vv. 13-14).  “Paul stresses, against the 

Judaizers, that acceptance by God as signaled in receiving God’s Spirit depends entirely 

on faith apart from any merit-amassing attitude toward the Jewish law.”834 

 

GALATIANS 3:15-18— 

   By way of an example from everyday life (vs. 15) that is drawn from judicial practice, 

Paul argues that “if his readers…persist in appealing to the law, let them consider that the 

divine promise was embodied in a settlement which was made long before the giving of 

the law and which therefore cannot be annulled or even modified by the law.”835  The 

presented judicial evidence and the subsequent theological implication?  Just as no one 

can set aside or add to a human covenant836 that has been duly established, so it is in 

this case…the law, introduced 430 years later,837 does not set aside the covenant 

previously established by God and thus do away with the promise838 (vv. 15, 17).  

“The point of the parallel is that a human will, once signed and witnessed, could not be 

set aside in favour of some other document claiming to represent the mind of the testator 

but lacking ratification, and could not be added to by some other and subsequent 

authority,”839 a point Paul reiterates in vs. 18—for if the inheritance depends on the 

 
831 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 120. 

832 Paul here presents Christ as “an exchange curse,” “to show how Christ’s bearing of mankind’s curse 

nullifies all thoughts of legalism and to set up his conclusion regarding the blessing of Abraham and the 

promise of the Spirit in v 14” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 123).   

833 Deuteronomy 21:23.   

834 Longenecker, loc. cit.   

835 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 169.   

836 Or a person’s will (NRSV).   

837 See Exodus 12:40.   

838  See Genesis 12:3 and 18:18.  “Neither the law (covenant!) at Sinai, nor the specific command to 

Abraham concerning circumcision as the necessary sign of the covenant, changed or set aside the wording 

of the original promise” (James D. G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 185).    

839 Ibid., pg. 182. 
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law, then it no longer depends on the promise; but God in His grace gave it to 

Abraham through a promise. 

   So important is it to Paul to tie the promise into Christ that he states—the promises840 

were spoken to Abraham and to his seed.  Scripture does not say “and to seeds,” 

meaning many people, but “and to your seed,” meaning one person, who is Christ 

(vs. 16).  Though aware that many people are involved in receiving and carrying out the 

promise, Paul’s concern is to link Christ to Isaac, the child of promise through whom 

would come Messiah.    

 

• Paul’s experiential, biblical, and theological arguments in 3:1-18…are 

directed against all attempts to use the Mosaic law as a means to gain 

acceptance before God, i.e., “legalism.”  The Judaizers of Galatia themselves 

might have claimed that this was not the thrust of their endeavors; that all 

they wanted was for Gentile Christians to supplement their faith in Christ with 

Torah observance, just as God directed Abraham to do and so to experience a 

more perfect Christian life.  For Paul, however, any mingling of faith and law, 

even if it is claimed that this has only to do with a proper lifestyle and not 

justification, is a discrediting of the Abrahamic covenant, the work of Christ, 

the ministry of the Spirit, and the principle of faith, and so brings one right 

back to the issue of legalism.841 

 

 

GALATIANS 3:19-25— 

   Then842 (vs. 19) indicates a transition as Paul addresses an implied (or actualized) 

concern that he is teaching that the law had no purpose—what was the purpose of the 

law? (vs. 19).  He must show its purpose in salvation history, as well as its limitations.843  

He begins with a five-point answer— 

1. It was added (vs. 19), meaning that it was subsequent to the promise; “the law 

was not of the essence of God’s redemptive activity with humankind”844; the 

promise was.     

2. It was added because of845 transgression (vs. 19).  The law was never intended 

as a means of bringing about righteousness but of bringing about a knowledge of 

 
840 By promises Paul means the promise repeated several times.   

841 Longenecker, op. cit., pp. 134-135. 

842 Greek, oun.   

843 See also Romans 7.   

844 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 138.   
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what righteousness entails; of defining sin (through the law we become 

conscious of our sin [Romans 3:20]).       

3. It was added…until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come (vs. 

19).  According to Paul, the law was intended to be in effect for God’s people 

only until Christ came.  “The covenant of promise is presented to the mind as of 

permanent validity, both beginning before and continuing through the period of 

the law and afterwards, the law on the other hand as temporary, added to the 

permanent covenant for a period limited in both directions.”846 

4. The law was given through angels (vs. 19). Longstanding rabbinic 

understanding, reflected in the LXX translation of Deuteronomy 33:2,847 was 

that angels were involved in the giving of the law.  In Paul’s argument, this 

depreciates the law to some degree in that it did not come directly from God, as 

did the promise. 

5. The law was…entrusted to a mediator (vs. 19).  The mediator is clearly 

Moses; in and of itself, this seems to be saying nothing more than the statement 

on angels says, namely, that the law did not come as directly from God to 

humankind as the promise did.  However, vs. 20—a mediator, however, 

implies more than one party; but God is one—indicates that Paul is inferring 

disparagement.  Though a difficult verse,848 vs. 20 likely means that “God does 

not need an intermediary.  In other words, there is here a further contrast 

between the law, given through intermediaries (angels and Moses), and, once 

again, the promise, given directly to Abraham ‘by God’ himself.”849 

 

   “Thus far, in his answer to the question regarding the purpose of the law Paul has 

pointed to its negative function, its limited validity, its mediated communication, and its 

conditional nature—all of which show, by implication if not by explicit statement, that 

 
845 Or for the sake of defining (NASB margin).   

846 Burton, quoted in Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 139.   

847 The Lord came from Sinai…with myriads of holy ones (TNIV); the Lord came from Sinai…and 

angels from His right hand were with Him (LXX).   

848  “Of v. 20 it has been said that there are as many interpretations as the number of years between promise 

and law!” (Ronald Fung, op. cit., pg. 161).   

849 Dunn, op. cit., pg. 191.  
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the later dispensation of law is inferior to the original covenant of promise.”850  But this 

does not mean that the law contradicts the promise. Hence—is the law, therefore, 

opposed to the promises of God?  Absolutely not! (vs. 21).  When the purpose of the 

law is rightly understood, we see that “the role of the law is consistent with, integrated 

into, that of the promise.”851  Paul reminds us of the law’s purpose from a negative and 

positive perspective. Firstly, the negative function—if852a law had been given that 

could impart life,853 then righteousness would certainly have come by the law (vs. 

21).  Secondly, the contrasting positive function—but Scripture854 has locked up855 

everything856 under the control of sin,857 so that what was promised, being given 

through faith in Jesus Christ,858 might be given to those who believe859 (vs. 22).   

 

• Before Christian faith had entered the scene, we were held under arrest by 

law, kept in goal, awaiting the divine revelation of that faith that was to come.  

Seen in this light, the law was our “escort” to lead us to Christ so that we 

might be justified by trust.  But once faith has come we are no longer under 

the authority of our “escort”; for we are all God’s sons, through trust in 

Christ Jesus.860 

 

   Paul ends this section by emphasizing the law’s supervisory function (vv. 23-25); first, 

however, he repeats the sense of vs. 22—before the coming of this faith, we were held 

in custody under the law,861 locked up until the faith that was to come would be 

revealed (vs. 23)—putting the law functionally in the place of sin.  “To be ‘under law’ is 

in practice to be ‘under sin’—not because law and sin are identical, but because law, 

while forbidding sin, stimulates the very thing that it forbids…sin therefore has dominion 

 
850 Fung, op. cit., pg. 162. 

851 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 192. 

852 This is technically known as a “contrary-to-fact condition” in the original Greek, meaning the intended 

answer is, “Such is not possible…that is…no such law could have been given because law cannot do this.”   

853 Life is contextually synonymous with righteousness…both being synonymous with justification.  Only 

God can justify.        

854 We do not know Paul’s exact reference; it may even be a metonomy for God Himself.    

855 Or imprisoned (NRSV).   

856 Or all (NKJV); the whole world (NIV).   

857 See Romans 3:9.   

858 Or through faith in the gospel.   

859 Or so that faith in Jesus Christ may be the ground on which the promised blessing is given, and 

given to those who have such faith (NEB).   

860 Cole, op. cit., pg. 107.   

861 See Romans 6:14.   
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over people so long as they are ‘under law’.”862  As to the law’s supervisory function—

the law was put in charge of us863 until Christ came that we might be justified by 

faith.  Now that faith has come, we are no longer under the supervision of the law 

(vv. 24-25).  Key to understanding Paul’s reference to the law’s supervisory function is 

understanding what is meant by put in charge…under the supervision of.864  Note 

Bruce— 

 

• The paidagogos was the personal slave-attendant who accompanied the free-

born boy wherever he went, from the time he left his nurse’s care.  It was his 

duty to teach the boy good manners (with the use of the birch, if necessary), 

take him to school…wait for him there…then take him home and test his 

memory by making him recite the lesson he had learned.  During the boy’s 

minority the paidagogos imposed a necessary restraint on his liberty until, 

with his coming of age, he could be trusted to use his liberty responsibly.  

Paul does not suppose that the presence of this paidagogos will protect his 

charge from doing wrong865 

 

    Paul sees the law in a similar vein.   

 

• The law too, Paul is saying, was designed to teach us the great truth that only 

through faith in Christ could we be justified, although its part in this process 

was negative, not positive.  So far from the law being contradictory to “the 

promise,” or even irrelevant, Paul has shown that the law is indispensable.  

But, like the child’s escort, it has its definite place in history. Once the faith-

principle is operative, there is no room for that of law. The two cannot co-

exist at the same time (as the Judaizers think) since the function of law is 

essentially preparatory.866     

 

GALATIANS 3:26-29— 

   Paul begins the final paragraph of chapter 3 by explaining vs. 25; it shows why 

believers are no longer under the supervision of the law (vs. 25), namely—in Christ 

Jesus you are all children of God through faith (vs. 26).  Just as the paidagogos was 

no longer needed when the boy came of age, so the law is no longer needed for children 

 
862 Bruce, Galatians, pp. 181-182.   

863 Or the law was our disciplinarian (NRSV); the law was our custodian (RSV); the law was our 

guardian (ESV).      

864 Greek, paidagogos.   

865 Bruce, Galatians, pp. 182-183. 

866 Cole, op. cit., pg. 108. “No longer could it be argued that circumcision, Jewish dietary laws, following 

distinctly Jewish ethical precepts, or any other matter having to do with a Jewish lifestyle were requisite for 

the life of faith” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 149). 
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of God.  And what was the time of their becoming children of God through faith?  It 

was at their water baptism into Christ, an action that Paul saw as “the normal but not 

necessary, the helpful but not indispensable sign and seal put upon the act of faith 

appropriating the gift of God in Christ.”867   So as to level the playing field between Jew 

and Gentile,868 Paul reminds us that water baptism makes all [believers] one in Christ 

Jesus, a unity that does away with racial, social and gender distinctions in the body of 

Christ—there is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave nor free, neither male nor 

female (vs. 28).869   He concludes by noting that relationship with Christ, not observing 

the Torah, relates Gentile Christians directly to Abraham and hence to God’s promise to 

him—if870 you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and heirs according 

to the promise (vs. 29).     

    

 

    

    

    

    

    

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
867 Scott, quoted in Fung, op. cit., pg. 174.   

868 See also Romans 3-4.   

869 “The three antitheses, which represent the most far-reaching distinctions of ancient society, seem to 

have been deliberately chosen with an eye to the threefold privilege for which a pious male Jew daily 

thanked God: that he was not made a Gentile, a slave, or a woman—categories of people debarred from 

certain religious privileges” (Ronald Fung, op. cit., pg. 175).   

870 Or since.   
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GALATIANS 4:1-7— 

   What I am saying is871 (vs. 1) begins Paul’s further elaboration of Galatians 3:23-25.  

He begins by stating—as long as heirs are underage they are no different from slaves, 

although they own the whole estate (vs. 1).  In other words, neither is able to enjoy the 

inheritance, howbeit for vastly different reasons.  So also, 872  when we 873  were 

underage,874 we were in slavery under the elemental spiritual forces of the world875 

(vs. 3).  Though the idea behind elemental spiritual forces of the world is debated and 

complex (see Excursus below), here “we may note that the servitude to the elemental 

spiritual forces is described in v. 5 as subjection to law, so that certainly what Paul has 

primarily in view here is the law, and that as an instrument of spiritual bondage.”876  “The 

situation envisaged, of course, is an ironic reversal of the claim made in iii.28: ‘in Christ’ 

means an equality of liberty for slave and free; ‘under the law’ means an equality of 

restriction for slave and heir under age.”877    

   In contrast, salvation has radically changed things for Christ-followers—but when the 

set time had fully come,878 God sent His Son, born of a woman, born under the law, 

to redeem those under the law,879 that we might receive adoption to sonship880 (vv. 4-

 
871 Or “My point is this” (Dunn); “Let me put it this way” (Bruce).   

872 Paul here begins application of his analogy.   

873 We here is inclusive of all Christians.   

874 Outside of a relationship with Christ.  “Adults know there are good reasons for placing limits on what 

underage people can do.  Adults also know that adulthood brings responsibilities as well as privileges.  

Still, most adults are glad that the time of being looked after and constantly corrected is past.  This is the 

sense of relief and freedom Paul feels when he thinks about being one of God’s adult children.  He has a 

Father to whom he continues to call out, ‘Abba!’ with affection and respect.  But he’s not a child with a 

nanny; he’s an adult son and heir” (Scot McKnight & Karen Lee-Thorp, op. cit., pg. 45).     

875  Or elemental spirits of the universe (RSV); elementary principles of the world (ESV); basic 

principles of the world (NIV).   

876 Fung, op. cit., pg. 181.  “The law regarded in the way it typically was within contemporary Judaism, the 

law being treated as it was by the other missionaries and the judaizing Gentile converts, was functioning in 

effect as one of those cosmic forces which were then popularly thought to control and dominate life.  Life 

under such a power was a life dominated by fear of infringing its taboos and boundaries” (James D. G. 

Dunn, Galatians, pg. 226).   

877 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 210. 

878 That is, Christ’s appearance marked a change in ages.   

879 To redeem those under the law states God’s purpose in sending His Son.   

880 That we might receive adoption to sonship states the purpose of being redeemed from the law.   
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5).  “Christ achieved the purpose of redeeming those under law by bearing the full 

obligation of the law in life as well as the curse of the law in death.”881  This sonship is 

marked by 1) the presence of the Spirit of His Son [in] our hearts; 2) the Spirit 

[calling] out, “Abba,882 Father”; and 3) Christ-followers being no longer slaves, but 

God’s children…and heirs (vv. 6-7). “Instead of being imprisoned under law (or 

enslaved to the elemental spiritual forces of the world), instead of being under the control 

of a slave-attendant or in care of guardians or stewards, believers are now full-grown 

children of God; they have been given their freedom and the power to use it 

responsibly.”883  

 

GALATIANS 4:8-11— 

   These verses close a section begun at Galatians 3:1.884 

 

• Having argued from 1) the Galatians’ own experience, 2) the example of 

Abraham, 3) crucial biblical portions, and 4) traditional confessions and 

statements drawn from the proclamation of the early church, Paul concludes 

his rebuke section of Galatians (1:6-4:11) with an expression of concern for 

his Galatian converts.  Matters were at a crisis point in his converts’ spiritual 

experience, and Paul fears for their welfare and for the effectiveness of his 

ministry among them.  With his arguments concluded, Paul now turns to the 

request section of his letter (4:12-6:10).885 

 

   Paul begins by reminding the Galatians of their pre-conversion state, including its 

bondage to demonic forces—formerly, when you did not know God, you were slaves 

to those who by nature are not gods886 (vs. 8).  Knowing what they know and having 

come to know God…how is it887 that you are turning back888 to those weak and 

miserable forces?889  Do you wish to be enslaved by them all over again?...I fear890 

 
881 Fung, op. cit., pg. 182. 

882 Abba is an Aramaic term of intimacy “given its particular resonance by Jesus himself (Mark 14:36) and 

implied [in it] is the same sort of intimacy as Jesus’ own use of the word indicates” (James D. G. Dunn, 

Romans, pg. 461). 

883 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 200.  

884 Some commentators see it extending back to Galatians 1:6.   

885 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 183. 

886 Elsewhere referred to as so-called gods (1 Corinthians 8:5); demons (1 Corinthians 10:20); mute idols 

(1 Corinthians 12:2).   

887 Or how is it possible? 

888 Turning back connotes being on the path to apostasy.   

889 Or weak and beggarly elemental spirits (NRSV).  See on Galatians 4:3 above and Excursus below.   

890 The Greek verb tense (present) indicates that Paul saw the final result as yet to be determined.   
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for you, that somehow I have wasted my efforts on you (vv. 9, 11).  “The weak and 

miserable forces are powerless; they cannot reassert their authority over them unless 

these deliberately put themselves back under their power.  That any should be so foolish 

as to do so Paul finds scarcely credible; yet this is what he feared some of his Galatian 

friends were actually in process of doing.”891   The specific form of their enslavement 

mentioned was observing special days and months and seasons and years! (vs. 10), a 

generic statement referencing their observation of sacred times and seasons.892    

 

AN EXCURSUS ON ELEMENTAL SPIRITS OF THE WORLD893— 

   As noted above, the meaning of this phrase, found also in Colossians, is debated in 

biblical scholarship, as evidenced by the various English translations.894  Most likely, 

“The elemental spirits of the world are demonic forces which hold in thrall the minds of 

men and women who follow their dictates, but lose their potency as soon as those minds 

are emancipated, as they are by the grace of God and the power of his Spirit.” 895 

Elemental spirits operate primarily by enslaving us to religious traditions and duties that 

blind us to the fullness of life in Christ (Colossians 2:20-23).  Though ultimately weak and 

miserable (Galatians 4:9), believers often succumb to their tactics and become enslaved to 

religious tradition and stay forever immature (Galatians 4:3-11).   

   From Colossians 2, we learn that elemental spirits also manifest themselves through what 

we might term maladjusted personalities—demanding personalities (Colossians 2:22); 

condemning personalities (Colossians 2:16); and conceited personalities (Colossians 2:18). 

 

 

 

 
891 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 204.  “For Paul…whatever leads one away from sole reliance on Christ, whether 

based on good intentions or depraved desires, is sub-Christian and therefore to be condemned” (Richard 

Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 181).   

892 This is likely a reference to Jewish religious calendaring but we cannot be certain.   

893 NRSV; elemental spiritual forces of the world (TNIV).   

894 See note #875 above.   

895 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 204.  This understanding favors the NRSV—weak and beggarly elemental 

spirits.  “The elements of the world can ‘cover all the things in which man places his trust apart from the 

living God revealed in Christ; they become his gods, and he becomes their slave’” (Ronald Fung, op. cit., 

pg. 191). See also O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, pp. 129-132 and Dunn, James D.G., The New 

International Greek Testament Commentary—The Epistles to the Colossians and to Philemon, William B. 

Eerdmans Publishing Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 1996, pp. 148-151.   
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GALATIANS 4:12-20— 

   This section is often referenced as Paul’s personal appeal—I plead with you, brothers 

and sisters (vs. 12).  He appeals to his former relationship with the Galatians and expresses 

his continuing commitment.   

    His first appeal is that they become like [him] (vs. 12), that is that they embrace a law-

free gospel, noting—for I became like you (vs. 12); that is, he exchanged a law-based 

approach to God as a Pharisee for a faith-based approach (as did they).  Paul then states—

you have done me no wrong (vs. 12)—meaning that they never took advantage of him 

when he was with them, but instead warmly received him (so why not receive him and his 

message now?).    

   This last statement then prompts him to reminisce about what occasioned his initial visit, 

namely, needed physical recuperation during which time he evangelized—as you know, it 

was because of an illness896 that I first preached the gospel to you (vs. 13). Their 

reception?  Even though my illness was a trial to you,897 you did not treat me with 

contempt or scorn.898  Instead, you welcomed me as if I were an angel of God, as if I 

were Christ Jesus Himself (vs. 14).  

   Remembrance then prompts him to realize things have changed with them—what has 

happened to all your joy? (vs. 15).  The question is rhetorical, reflecting off the fact that 

their former joy…attributed undoubtedly to their embracing a law-free gospel…has faded.  

Faded too is their affection for him—I can testify that, if you could have done so, you 

would have torn out your eyes and given them to me.899  Have I now become your 

enemy by telling you the truth? (vv. 15-16).  This last statement is Paul’s evaluation of 

 
896 The nature of Paul’s illness has been the source of much speculation. “The fact that such diverse 

ailments as malaria, epilepsy, ophthalmia have been suggested on the basis of this passage indicates that 

there can be no certain diagnosis.  The infirmity may have been one of these three, or it may have been 

something quite different; it may have been identical with the ‘splinter’ of 2 Cor 12:7, or it may not” (F.F. 

Bruce, Galatians, pg. 209).   

897 Or my illness was a temptation for you to reject me.  We are not told why; it was possibly because of 

their worldview that illness was usually a sign of demonic influence rather than an indication that his illness 

was somehow repulsive.    

898 The Greek verb (ekptuo) literally means “spit out” in disdain as a defense against demonic threats.  “The 

Galatians resisted the temptation to see in Paul someone demonically possessed because of his sickness” 

(Schlier, quoted in Dunn, Galatians, pg. 234).   

899 Some read into this statement the fact that he suffered from an eye disease (ophthalmia).  This is 

doubtful.  It is likely a hyperbolic statement meaning, “You would have gone to any possible length to help 

me in my illness.”   
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what seems to be their attitude.  “So, [it seems] I have become your enemy because I am 

telling you the truth.”900      

   Paul next exposes the agitators’ true colors—those people are zealous to win you over, 

but for no good.  What they want is to alienate you from us, so that you may have zeal 

for them (vs. 17).  In contrast, his intentions have always been honorable and still are—it 

is fine to be zealous, provided the purpose is good, and to be so always, not just when I 

am with you (vs. 18).  “Paul would not mind having his converts eagerly sought after by 

others besides himself—as long as the motives were pure and the intentions honorable, as 

was the case with himself when he was with them, but was not the case with the agitators 

now.”901  As proof of his continued intentions, Paul notes—my dear children, for whom I 

am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you,902 how I wish I could 

be with you now and change my tone,903 because I am perplexed904 about you! (vv. 19-

20).  “There are situations in which the tone of voice and even the look on the face convey 

nearly as much as the words that are said, but when one is writing from a distance only the 

words can be conveyed.”905  

 

GALATIANS 4:21-31— 

   Paul now transitions from personal appeal to scriptural support of his contention that law 

and spiritual freedom cannot co-exist.906  He does so by way of allegorizing the Sarah-

Hagar events (I am taking these things figuratively907 [vs. 24]).  First, however, he 

challenges the theology of the agitators and those accepting their error—tell me, you who 

want to be under the law,908 are you not aware of what the law909 says? (vs. 21).910  He 

 
900 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 193.  

901 Fung, op. cit., pg. 201.   

902 I Thessalonians 2:7-8 also expresses Paul’s pastoral heart—just as a nursing mother cares for her 

children, so we cared for you.  The longing he has for the Galatians is that they experience the same depth 

of relationship with Christ as he (cf. Galatians 2:20).   

903 Paul realized that his written words were inadequate substitutes for words spoken face-to-face.   

904 Or at my wits’ end.   

905 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 213.   

906 “Many people regard this as the most difficult passage in the Epistle to the Galatians.  For one thing, it 

presupposes a knowledge of the Old Testament which few people possess today…for another, the argument 

of Paul is a somewhat technical one; it is the kind which would have been familiar in the Jewish rabbinical 

schools.  It is allegorical, although not arbitrary” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 121).   

907 Or now this is an allegory (NRSV); now this may be interpreted allegorically (ESV).  He is giving 

“conceptual identifications” and not expounding the intended meaning of the Genesis narrative.    

908 Or more correctly, under law (NASB).  He is referencing law in principle, not just the Mosaic law.   
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then begins his allegorical application of the Sarah-Hagar event, so as to make them aware 

of the implications of a law-based gospel and the fact it cannot co-exist with a law-free 

gospel—for it is written911 that Abraham had two sons, one by the slave woman912 and 

the other by the free woman.913  His son by the slave woman914 was born as the result 

of human effort,915 but his son by the free woman916 was born as the result of a divine 

promise (vv. 22-23).  The result of human effort…the result of a divine promise are 

obvious contrasts, and represent respectively the contrast between reliance on self (law) 

and reliance on God (justified and sanctified by grace through faith as expounded in the 

promise). 

   The allegorical (figurative) application Paul sees is that the women represent two 

covenants (vs. 24).  One covenant is the Sinaitic covenant (one covenant is from Mount 

Sinai [vs. 24]),917 and the other is the promise covenant given to Abraham; each covenant 

produces “children”—children either in bondage, for being under law is to be in bondage 

(one covenant…bears children who are to be slaves: This is Hagar [vs. 24]), or children 

who are free because they embrace a law-free gospel (therefore, brothers and sisters, we 

are not children of the slave woman, but of the free918 woman [vs. 31]).  Paul supports 

his premise by quoting and applying Isaiah 54:1 (vs. 27).  Notes Fung— 

 

• The “barren woman,” the one who was “never in labor” and the “desolate 

woman” in the prophecy all refer to Jerusalem before the Jews returned from 

Exile; whereas the one “who has a husband” refers to Jerusalem before the 

Exile itself.  The prophet says that Jerusalem as she would be after the exiles 

had returned would have more children than she did before the Exile robbed 

 
909 The law here references the Pentateuch.   

910 “With these Judaizers Paul uses an argumentum ad hominem.  That is, he meets them and refutes them 

on their own ground.  He exposes the inconsistency, the illogicality of their position” (John R. W. Stott, op. 

cit., pg. 122).   

911 A generic reference to portions of Genesis.   

912 Clearly representative of law.   

913 Clearly representative of the promise embraced by faith.   

914 Ishmael. 

915 Or according to the flesh (NRSV).   

916 Isaac. 

917 Paul also uses the analogy of the present city Jerusalem (said to be in slavery with her children) and 

the Jerusalem that is above (said to be our mother like Sarah [vv. 25-26]) to represent law and the 

promise.  “The fact of bondage holds together Hagar and Ishmael, the Sinaitic covenant of law, the present 

earthly Jerusalem (which stands by metonymy for Judaism, with its trust in physical descent from Abraham 

and reliance on legal observance as the way of salvation), and her children, that is, all who adhere to the 

law as the means of justification and the principle of life” (Ronald Fung, op. cit., pg. 209).    

918 Paul’s referenced freedom would be freedom from restrictions imposed by law.   
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her of her children…it follows then in application that the Christian Church, 

which corresponds to Sarah and the Jerusalem above, was more fruitful than 

Judaism, which corresponds to Hagar and “the Jerusalem of today.”919 

 

   Chapter 4’s final paragraph (vv. 28-31) offers a continuative explanation (now [vs. 28]); 

but first Paul notes that believers owe their spiritual existence to the promise (available by 

grace through faith) and not to law, even as Isaac owed his birth to promise—you, 

brothers and sisters, like Isaac, are children of promise (vs. 28).  He then begins his 

continuative explanation by noting hostility between Isaac’s and Ishmael’s descendants to 

reinforce the “hostility” between a law-based gospel and a law-free gospel—at that time 

the son born by human efforts persecuted920 the son born by the power of the Spirit.  

It is the same now921 (vs. 30).  Finally, because a law-based gospel and a law-free gospel 

cannot co-exist, legalism must be driven out, even as Sarah requested that she and Isaac be 

separated from Hagar and Ishmael—what does Scripture say?  “Get rid of the slave 

woman and her son, for the slave woman’s son will never share in the inheritance 

with the free woman’s son” (vs. 30).         

     

 

    

    

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
919 Fung, op. cit., pg. 211. 

920 There is no record in Genesis of Ishmael persecuting Isaac; the closest parallel is his mocking Isaac 

(Genesis 21:9).  We cannot be sure, therefore, of Paul’s reference, lest he is referencing struggles between 

their descendants (cf. Judges 8:24).   

921 See the persecution of Paul and Barnabas by the Jewish leaders in Pisidian Antioch (Acts 13:50).   
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GALATIANS 5:1— 

   This is considered a “bridge verse,” serving as both a summation of Galatians 2:14-4:31 

and an introduction to Chapter 5.  Paul’s declaration of what is to be lived out with Christ 

is definitive—it is for freedom922 that Christ has set us free—as is his imperative for 

strong resolve—stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burdened923 again by a 

yoke of slavery.  “The indicative states that Christ has set believers free with the gift of 

freedom that is proffered in the gospel; the imperative imposes upon them the task of 

preserving that freedom or rather of continuing in that freedom.” 924  “The gospel of 

Messiah Jesus was not about their distinctiveness as Gentiles, but about freedom from 

such distinctions for both Jew and Gentile.”925  

 

GALATIANS 5:2-12— 

   “In this summarizing appeal, Paul again lays bare the absoluteness of the opposition 

between faith and works, taking issue with the latter principle as it found representative 

expression in the Judaizers’ demand for circumcision.”926  Mark my words!  I, Paul, tell 

you (vs. 2) is in effect saying, “Pay close attention and let me make this perfectly clear.  

I’m a former ‘insider’ of a law-based approach to life with God and know what I am 

talking about.”   What he wants to make perfectly clear is—if927 you let yourselves be 

circumcised,928 Christ will be of no value929 to you at all (vs. 2)—something he is so 

passionate about he virtually repeats himself—again I declare to every man who lets 

 
922 Or with a view to enjoying freedom.  Again, Paul’s referenced freedom would be freedom from 

restrictions imposed by law. 

923 Or do not submit (NRSV); do not be entangled in.   

924 Fung, op. cit., pg. 217.   

925 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 263.  

926 Fung, op. cit., pg. 221. 

927 If (Greek, ean) indicates that they were considering circumcision but had not yet done it.   

928 “Circumcision so much embodied and expressed Jewish identity, distinctively Jewish identity…that it 

had become a mark of Jew as distinct from Gentile.  A different locus for the identity of the people of God 

was therefore necessary” (James D. G. Dunn, Galatians, pg. 265).  This clearly states the agitators were 

calling for physical circumcision.   

929 Or of no benefit (NRSV).   



 155 

himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law (vs. 3).930  “He who 

submits to circumcision as a legal requirement, necessary for salvation, accepts thereby 

the principle of salvation by law-keeping, and salvation by law-keeping implies salvation 

by keeping the whole law.”931  

   Hence—you who are trying to be932 justified by the law933 have been alienated 

from Christ; you have fallen away from934 grace (vs. 4).  To forsake righteousness by 

faith is self-expulsion from Christ for the two approaches do not mix. Vv. 5-6 then 

present “a series of dogmatic abbreviations which had been used before in the letter”935—

but by faith we eagerly await through the Spirit the righteousness for which we 

hope.  For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision936 has any value.  

The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love937 (vv. 5-6).  Faith 

produces in Christ-followers visible results, demonstrated acts of love; by implication, a 

law-based gospel does not.       

   Vv. 7-12 close the section. “Here the tension is at its sharpest and most nerve-racking… 

with a series of abrupt expostulations, like snorts of indignation, betraying Paul’s extreme 

anxiety that he might lose out in Galatia.”938  He first uses a favorite metaphor—you 

were running a good race.  Who cut in on you to keep you from obeying the truth? 

(vs. 7), noting—that kind of persuasion939 does not come from the One who called 

you (vs. 8).  Paul then quotes a proverbial saying to show how even the smallest amount 

of false theology can cause huge concerns—“A little yeast works through the whole 

batch of dough” (vs. 9) and (somewhat surprisingly) states that he trusts the Galatians 

will agree with what he has just said (vv. 8-9)—I am confident in the Lord that you 

 
930  Free choice of circumcision, along with observing special calendaring days, puts one under legal 

obligation to the entire system of a law-based approach to God.   

931 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 230. 

932 Or are thinking about being. 

933 That is by one’s own merit.   

934 Or are not relying on. 

935 Beck, quoted in Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 229. 

936 “The contrast between faith and circumcision corresponds to the contrast between faith and law spoken 

of in the preceding verses (vv. 4f.)” (Ronald Fung, op. cit., pg. 228).   

937 “This verse provides a basis for response to any criticism of Paul’s view of justification by faith—that it 

encouraged passive quietism, an inactivism, or even antinomianism” (James D.G. Dunn, op. cit., pg. 272).   

938 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 273.   

939 “It should not be ignored that Paul thought of accepting the gospel in terms of an intellectual process of 

being persuaded or convinced as to its veracity, as distinct from some irrational experience from which the 

mind could be disengaged” (James D.G. Dunn, ibid, pp. 274-275).   
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will take no other view (vs. 10).  Paul next reminds the Galatians of the consequences 

the agitators will suffer for their false doctrine—the one who is throwing you into 

confusion will have to pay the penalty,940 whoever that may be941 (vs. 10); he then 

clears his name with reference to any accusation that he himself preaches or lives a law-

based gospel 942 —if I am still 943  preaching circumcision, why am I still being 

persecuted? (vs. 11).  Paul ends the paragraph with one of the most sarcastic remarks in 

all his writings, designed as a caricature to discredit the agitators—as for those 

agitators, I wish944 they would go the whole way and emasculate themselves!945 (vs. 

12).  “Underlying the sarcasm and crudity of the comment is Paul’s understanding of 

circumcision as purely a physical act without religious significance…which when done 

either to gain acceptance before God or to achieve a more acceptable lifestyle becomes 

simply bodily mutilation.”946     

 

GALATIANS 5:13-26— 

   Paul concludes Chapter 5 with a general description of life in the Spirit, teachings and 

exhortations on practical Christian living.  He begins by reiterating that [we] were called 

to be free947 (vs. 13); however, that freedom can never be used as a springboard to 

indulge the depravity of the sarx—but do not use your freedom to indulge the sinful 

nature948 (vs. 13).  “Paul is taking issue with the false position that freedom from the law 

issues in moral license.”949  Rather, serve one another humbly in love (vs. 13).950  We 

 
940 The penalty likely references consequences meted out at the Great White Throne Judgment.   

941 Paul either does not know them personally or does not want to acknowledge them.   

942 Though this apparently addresses an accusation, we do not know the agitators’ bases for it.  Perhaps it 

was because “Paul saw it as perfectly legitimate for Jewish Christians to express their faith in Jesus through 

the traditional Jewish practices” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 232).   

943 Still references the fact that as a Pharisee Paul did embrace a law-based righteousness.   

944 I wish expresses an attainable reality.   

945 Or would castrate themselves! (NRSV); would have themselves made eunuchs (NEB); tell those 

who are disturbing you I would like to see the knife slip (JB). The Latin Vulgate treated the statement 

ambiguously, affecting the NKJV—I could wish that those who trouble you would even cut themselves 

off!     

946 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 234. 

947 Or for the purpose of not being in bondage to law.  

948 The sinful nature is seen here as a malicious opponent to our freedom in Christ.   

949 Fung, op. cit., pg. 243.  “The transition to adulthood spells new freedoms, but in our society freedom is 

often defined in self-centered and self-indulgent terms…each adult is his or her own sovereign.  One’s 

primary responsibility is to define and fully express one’s self.  This is far from how Paul defines freedom.  

He has a different view of what we’re free from and what we’re free for…Paul says Christians who truly 
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see here that freedom from law brings with it its own moral obligation, that of actively 

operating in the best interest of other believers. “It is the necessity of commitment and the 

difficulties of maintaining human relationships that cause Paul to describe the free 

exercise of love as a form of mutual enslavement.”951  As in Romans 13:8-10, Paul 

reminds the Galatians that the spirit and intention of the law is fulfilled952in keeping this 

one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (vs. 14, quoting Leviticus 19:18).  

Earlier, Paul noted that something happened to all [their] joy (Galatians 4:15) as a result 

of the agitators; here, we see another effect—biting and devouring each other953 that 

could go so far as to destroy each other (vs. 15).  “This vice…if not checked…could lead 

to the disintegration of their fellowship and the disappearance of the churches of 

Galatia.”954   

   Vs. 16 then clarifies by showing how the high calling of vv. 13-15 is attained—so I 

say,955 walk956 by the Spirit,957 and you will not gratify958 the desires of the sinful 

nature.  It is a call to be conscious of the Spirit’s presence in all we do and think, and to 

ask for His enablement to die to sin, knowing that He alone can and does disarm the 

desires of the sinful nature.  “This is based on a charismatic ethic, depending more on 

inward apprehension of what is the appropriate conduct than on rule book or tradition.”959  

He then further explains vs. 16, giving one of the most realistic and psychologically 

insightful observations in the entire epistle—for the sinful nature desires what is 

contrary to the Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful nature.  They are 

in conflict with each other, so that you are not to do whatever you want (vs. 17).  

 
are Christians—who live freely in Christ and follow the Holy Spirit—will be more holy and loving than 

those who remain enslaved to the law” (Scot McKnight and Karen Lee-Thorp, op. cit., pg. 55).   

950 Or through love become slaves to one another (NRSV).  Paul gives some definitive content as to what 

this entails when listing the fruit of the Spirit (vv. 22-23).   

951 Betz, quote in Fung, op. cit., pg. 245. 

952 Or summed up; carried out. 

953 The language suggests wild animals preying on one another.   

954 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 242.  

955 See note #822 above.   

956 Or conduct yourselves.   

957 Rather than by laws and statutes.   

958 Contra NRSV—and do not gratify.   

959 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 296.  
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Life for a Christ-follower is one of inescapable tension between the two natures within.  

It is impossible to remain neutral; we will serve the sinful nature or follow the Spirit.960 

   But a Christ-follower is not “a helpless spectator or an unwilling pawn in the fierce 

battle between the flesh and the Spirit.”961  We have the ability to be constrained by a 

compelling inner force, the Spirit Himself—if962 you are led963 by the Spirit, you are 

not under the law964 (vs. 18).  “What is needed in our battle with the sinful nature is the 

Spirit, or, alternatively expressed, the law written within, to provide an inner drive of 

greater and more enduring strength, the supplanting of one motive centre (selfish desire) 

by another of greater power (the Spirit).”965  

   Paul next moves to illustrate some ways in which the sinful nature manifests itself—the 

acts of the sinful nature are obvious (vs. 19)—by listing fifteen such acts, ranging from 

sexual immorality966 to selfish ambition to envy to drunkenness.  He concludes by 

stating that these are merely representative and not exhaustive—and the like (vv. 19-21).  

It is the first of two lists showing the antinomy of the sinful nature and the Spirit.  “The 

seemingly chaotic arrangement of these terms is reflective of the chaotic nature of evil; 

this chaos is to be contrasted with the oneness of the ‘fruit of the Sprit’ and its orderly 

arrangement.”967  He concludes the list by noting—I warn you, as I did before,968 that 

those who live like this will not inherit the kingdom of God (vs. 21).  Live969 

references habitual behavior and not occasional lapses.  “God’s reign or rule is moral in 

 
960 “By ‘the sinful nature’ Paul means what we are by nature and inheritance…some teachers maintain that 

the Christian has no inner conflict, no civil war within himself, because (they say) his sinful nature has 

been eradicated and his old nature is dead.  This passage contradicts such a view.  Christian people, in 

Luther’s graphic expression, are ‘not stocks and stones’, that is, people who ‘are never moved with 

anything, never feel any lust or desires of the flesh’…the conflict between the sinful nature and the Spirit is 

fierce and unremitting” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 146).   

961 Fung, op. cit., pg. 251.   

962 Or since (Greek, ei).    

963 “Led emphasizes the voluntary subjugation of one’s will to the Spirit who leads…the antidote to license 

in the Christian life is not laws, as the Judaizers argued, but openness to the Spirit and being guided by the 

Spirit” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 246).   

964 That is, under sin’s dominion (cf. Romans 6:14).   

965 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 300.  “The common feature in this catalogue of vices seems to reside not in the 

precise ways in which these fifteen items manifest themselves but in the self-centeredness or egocentricity 

that underlies all of them…that which separates us from God is our own idea of autonomy—that is, our 

attempt to think and live apart from God” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 266).   

966 Greek, porneia, representing any sexual activity outside monogamous heterosexual sex within marriage, 

activity such as homosexuality, bestiality, pedophilia, Lesbianism, adultery, fornication, etc.   

967 Betz, quoted in Fung, op. cit., pg. 253. 

968 Likely when he first brought them the gospel.   

969 Or practice (NASB).  See also 1 John 3:4-10.   
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nature; those who consistently behave in ways that are opposed to God’s nature show 

thereby that they have not accepted God’s rule through Christ in their lives.”970 “Showing 

themselves to be without the transforming gift of faith,” 971  they miss out on the 

kingdom’s present benefits and its eschatological benefit of eternity with Christ. 

   By way of contrast (but [vs. 22]), Paul then gives a representative list of qualities 

produced by the Spirit in a Christ-follower’s life—love, joy, peace, patience, 972 

kindness, goodness,973 faithfulness, gentleness and self-control (vv. 22-23),974 noting 

that no law is required to produce these virtues, nor indeed can it—against such 

things975 there is no law (vs. 23).  “Paul…means that when these qualities are in view 

we are in a sphere with which law has nothing to do.  Law may prescribe certain forms of 

conduct and prohibit others, but these virtues cannot be legally enforced.”976  

   Chapter 5 closes reminding us 1) that we have died to our sinful nature, that something 

has fundamentally changed at the core of our desires, and so we cannot walk with Christ 

and live in libertine fashion—those who belong to Christ Jesus977 have crucified the 

sinful nature with its passions and desires (vs. 25); 2) that the presence of the Spirit  

means He is to be the shaping influence of our conduct—since we live by the Spirit, let 

us keep in step with the Spirit (vs. 25); and 3) that following Him and manifesting His 

fruit shows up relationally through genuine concern for others as opposed to being self-

focused—let us not become conceited, provoking and envying each other (vs. 26).     

 

AN EXCURSUS ON THE FRUIT OF THE SPIRIT— 

   “Such lists as the fruit of the Spirit…explain how the new life in Christ is to express 

itself…the new life is the gift of the Spirit (2 Cor. 3:6; Gal. 6:25), and this life evidences 

itself in the ‘fruit of the Spirit’ (Gal. 5:20), which Paul interprets in terms of Christian 

virtues.”978  As noted, though not intended to be exhaustive in defining godly character, 

 
970 Fung, op. cit., pp. 261-262. 

971 Cole, op. cit., pg. 164. 

972 Or longsuffering (NKJV).   

973 Or generosity (NRSV).   

974 See Excursus below on a definition of each of these nine qualities.   

975 Such things indicates that again Paul is giving a representative and not an exhaustive list.   

976 Bruce, Galatians, pg. 255. 

977 Or are in Christ Jesus.   

978 Ladd, George, A Theology of the New Testament—Revised Edition, William B. Eerdmans Publishing 

Company, Grand Rapids, MI, 2000 reprint, pp. 556, 562.  
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Paul’s list in Galatians 5:22-23 does encapsulate Jesus-like character. It reminds us that 

“Attitude Is Everything,” and helps us define how to carry out the command of Galatians 

5:13C, serve one another humbly in love. As previously noted as well, the fruit is in 

contrast to the toxic attitudes of the sinful nature/ego that form the internal barrier to 

healthy relationships (Galatians 5:19-21).979   

• Love (Greek, agape)—“Agape denotes an undefeatable benevolence and 

unconquerable goodwill that always seeks the highest good of the other 

person, no matter what he/she does.  It is the self-giving love that gives freely 

without asking anything in return, and does not consider the worth of its 

object.  Agape…refers to the will rather than the emotion.  Agape describes 

the unconditional love God has for the world.”980 

• Joy (Greek, chara)—found only in relationship with Jesus (Romans 5:11), 

chara is the assurance that we are members of God’s family regardless of 

what life brings (Luke 10:17-20; Romans 8:38-39).  It is the ever-deepening 

awareness that our lives are hidden in Christ and that we can be led by God’s 

Spirit through anything. 

• Peace (Greek, eirene)—eirene has to do with personal wholeness and 

beneficial relationships. It has its roots in the Old Testament concept of 

shalom—well-being in all areas of life. “Eirene is a state of rest, quietness, 

and calmness; an absence of strife; tranquility. It generally denotes a perfect 

well-being…harmonious relationships between God and men and men and 

men.”981 

• Patience (Greek, makrothumia)—related to the Hebrew hesed (steadfast or 

covenant love), makrothumia refers to exercising as much grace toward 

people as God exercises toward us. It is closely related to agape, for love is 

patient (1 Corinthians 13:4). “The word denotes lenience, forbearance, 

 
979 It is interesting to note that in Galatians Paul lists three barriers to dynamic relationships—the external 

barrier of people’s false opinions and advice (Galatians 5:7-9); the internal barrier of egocentricity 

(Galatians 5:19-21); and the emotional barrier of discouragement brought on by trying to get along with 

others, particularly difficult people (Galatians 6:9-10).   

980  Mills, Dick, in Hayford, Jack, General Editor, Spirit Filled Life Bible, Thomas Nelson Publishers, 

Nashville, TN, 1991, pg. 1694.   

981 Ibid., pg. 1510.   
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fortitude, patient endurance, longsuffering…the ability to endure persecution 

and ill-treatment.  It describes a person who has the power to exercise revenge 

but instead exercises restraint.”982   

• Kindness (Greek, chrestotes)—chrestotes has to do with acting with godly 

graciousness toward others, even if we are inclined to do otherwise. It 

describes someone with a gentle disposition and a benevolent attitude; 

someone from whom the Holy Spirit has removed abrasive attitudes. 

• Goodness (Greek, agathosune)—the opposite of envy, agathosune is the trait 

of demonstrating acts of generosity towards others; of giving both verbal and 

practical affirmation.  It describes “a bountiful propensity both to will and to 

do what is good,”983 even as God demonstrates toward us. 

• Faithfulness (Greek, pistis)—pistis has a broad range of meanings.  Here it 

refers to a character that is steadfast and trustworthy.  It focuses on one’s 

reliability—a reliability modeled after God’s.   

• Gentleness (Greek, praotes)—originally referring to that happy medium 

between passion and no feeling at all, praotes in the New Testament 

references a disposition that is balanced, tranquil, considerate, unpretentious 

and has its passions under control. “The person who possesses this quality 

pardons injuries, corrects faults, and rules his own spirit well.”984  Gentleness 

is not a personality type, but a Spirit-shaped heart attitude that controls our 

disposition toward others.   

• Self-control (Greek, enkrateia)—enkrateia has the idea of being able to 

morally restrain oneself when tempted by evil and being able to voluntarily 

abstain from anything which might hinder experiencing God’s purposes in 

life.  Such brings true ethical freedom.  Enkrateia stands in Paul’s Galatians’ 

list in direct contrast to the acts of the sinful nature (Galatians 5:19-21).   

 

    

 

 
982 Ibid., pg. 1878.   

983 Ibid., pg. 1713.   

984 Ibid., pg. 1847.   
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GALATIANS 6:1-6— 

   Having given a general description of life in the Spirit, Paul transitions to some 

specifics of what that looks like, examples of how His fruit is demonstrated toward 

fellow Christ-followers. The first specific has to do with restoring someone 985 

…caught986 in a sin (vs. 1).  The restoration is to be initiated by any Christ-follower (you 

who live by the Spirit [vs. 1]), and it is to be done considerately and not censoriously 

(restore987 that person gently988 [vs. 1]).  A warning is attached to the exhortation—but 

watch yourselves, or you also may be tempted (vs. 1)—because Paul knows that 

anything/anyone can become a source of temptation.   

   A second specific of fruitful living by the Spirit is that of carry[ing]989 each other’s 

burdens (vs. 2).  It is a call to stay sensitive to when fellow believers are on “life 

overload” and need spiritual, emotional and/or practical help.  “At any one time all 

members of a Christian congregation would have such burdens to shoulder, and when 

such burdens outgrew the individual’s strength, it was important that there should be a 

supportive family-community to help out.”990 Doing thusly follows Christ’s example of 

helping people—in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ (vs. 2). 

   Knowing that spiritual pride prevents one from fulfilling vv. 1-2, Paul now rounds off 

his teaching by warning against acting in such a fashion—if any of you think you are 

something when you are nothing,991 you deceive992 yourselves (vs. 3).  In order to 

 
985 That is, a fellow Christ-follower.   

986  Caught refers to inadvertent wrongdoing rather than intentional sin; do something wrong…on a 

sudden impulse (NEB); detected (NRSV).       

987 This is the same Greek verb (katartizo) translated equip in Ephesians 4:11 and connotes putting in 

order, repairing or making complete.  “Here it is evidently used in an ethical sense to mean ‘restore’ to a 

former good state” (Richard Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 273). 

988 This is a fruit of the Spirit in Galatians 5:23.  Though we are called to address specific transgressions so 

as to see change, the idea is to avoid “railing” while doing so.     

989 “Carry signifies lending a hand to help by lifting heavy loads.  This does not involve transference of the 

burden (see 2 Cor. 8:13)…but Christian love must ever be careful to relieve each in turn when overtaxed by 

crushing loads” (Frederic Rendall, op. cit., pg. 189).   

990 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 322.  

991 Or if any of you think you are more of a “spiritual giant” than you really are.  Spiritual conceit 

makes it impossible to effectively correct fellow Christ-followers or to effectively carry their burdens.   
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avoid such self-deception—each of [us] should test [our] own actions.  Then [we] can 

take pride in [ourselves], without comparing [ourselves] to somebody else993 (vs. 4).  

In other words, we should “self-scrutinize” our attitudes and actions and realize that we 

are ultimately responsible only for ourselves, though we do speak into others’ lives and 

we do help them.  “It is on his own conduct and performance that each person should 

concentrate, not the conduct and performance of others; he is to engage in self-

assessment, not in critical evaluation of another.”994  Paul then gives a reason for vs. 4—

for each of you should carry your own load995 (vs. 5)—emphasizing that each Christ-

follower ultimately answers to God for their own conduct and life performance. 

   Vs. 6 closes the opening paragraph by giving an example of vs. 2 and by showing that 

vs. 5 is not intended to cut off helping those in full-time vocational ministry—

nevertheless, those who receive instruction in the Word should share all good 

things996 with their instructor.997  “Paul, of course, had no teachers’ union to which to 

appeal for correcting injustice.  His recourse was to lay the onus on those who benefited 

from Christian instruction to compensate adequately those who gave the instruction, 

which is still the most appropriate course of action today.”998        

 

GALATIANS 6:7-10— 

   Paul returns to the matter of the Spirit-sinful nature conflict addressed in Chapter 5, 

addressing the Galatians with a “make no mistake about it” introduction—do not be 

deceived (vs. 7).  What they are to make no mistake about is the fact that God cannot be 

mocked999 (vs. 7).  The attempted mockery is that of life-style, of “claim[ing] to accept 

the gospel and the obligations that come with it and at the same time liv[ing] in obedience 

to the flesh instead of the Spirit.”1000   He then notes the explicit reason for this—for you 

reap whatever you sow (vs. 7 [NRSV])—showing a one-on-one correlation between our 

 
992 Or hoodwink.   

993 Or then he will have reason for boasting in regard to himself alone, and not in regard to another 

(NASB).   

994 Fung, op. cit., pg. 290.   

995 Or your own proper burden in contrast to the overload of vs. 2.   

996 All good things includes financial support, as well as affirmation, compliments, hospitality, etc.   

997 We do not know why this particular example came to Paul’s mind.   

998 Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 279.   

999 Or fooled; outwitted.   

1000 Fung, op. cit., pg. 294.  
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life-style as Christ-followers and God’s response to it. This is then further clarified—

those who sow to please their sinful nature, from that nature will reap 

destruction;1001 those who sow to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal 

life (vs. 8)—as Paul reiterates the sowing and reaping consequences of yielding to the 

sinful nature or to the Spirit.  So then—let us not become weary1002 in doing good,1003 

for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up (vs. 9).  In other 

words, let’s be sure we do not rest on the oars of our justification and lose motivation to 

keep in step with the Spirit and instead become self-focused (sinful nature focused).  “For 

Paul, the fruit of a spiritual harvest comes through the concurring actions of both God and 

the believer, with the believer’s perseverance being generally in response to the Spirit’s 

work in his or her life.”1004    

   Because the Spirit’s influence shows up in what a Christ-follower does, Paul 

concludes1005--therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good1006 to all people, 

especially to those who belong to the family of believers1007 (vs. 10).    

 

• The universal character of God’s redemption corresponds to the universality 

of Christian ethical and social responsibility.  If God’s redemption in Christ is 

universal, the Christian community is obliged to disregard all ethnic, 

national, cultural, social, sexual, and even religious distinctions within the 

human community.  Since before God there is no partiality, there cannot be 

partiality in the Christian’s attitude towards his fellow man.1008 

 

 

GALATIANS 6:11-18— 

   For all intents and purposes, the letter is over.  However, “before concluding his letter 

Paul returns once more to the antithesis of cross and circumcision, setting them forth this 

 
1001 Contextually, destruction references not experiencing eternal life.  It is debated as to whether or not 

Paul has eschatological eternal life in view, or “already” eternal life.  His main point is responsible life-

style, so it is probably best not to make too much of eternal destruction.     

1002 Or lax.   

1003 Doing good presupposes the presence of the Spirit.  “The expression includes everything the Christian 

is responsible for doing and so is identical with the concepts of the ‘fruit of the Spirit’ and of ‘following the 

Spirit’” (Betz, quoted in Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 281).   

1004Ibid., pg. 282. 

1005 This is possibly a conclusion going back to Galatians 5:13; at the very least it is a conclusion of 6:1-6.   

1006 This is a generic term that includes both practical and spiritual good.   

1007 Paul appends (but does not nullify) his previous statement, undoubtedly based on Jesus’ statement 

about loving one another (John 13:34-35).   

1008 Betz, quoted in Longenecker, op. cit., pg. 283. 
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time as representing respectively the true and the false ground of boasting, and thus 

carrying a stage further his polemic against the Judaizers and their way of legal 

observance.”1009  Paul begins the final section by stating—see what large letters1010 I 

use as I write to you with my own hand! (vs. 11).  If there was an amanuensis, this 

indicates he took the writing tool and wrote himself as a means of assuring the letter’s 

genuineness.  He then moves to describe the Judaizers and expose their motives for one 

last time—those who want to impress others by means of the flesh are trying to 

compel you to be circumcised.  The only reason1011 they do this is to avoid being 

persecuted for the cross of Christ (vs. 12).  In other words, they want to be liked and 

avoid being hassled by like-minded Jewish Christians.  “The policy of insisting on 

circumcision was a way of removing that which in the common preaching of a crucified 

Messiah constituted an offence to most other Jews.”1012   Furthermore—not even those 

who are circumcised keep the law,1013 yet they want you to be circumcised that they 

may boast1014  about your circumcision in the flesh 1015  (vs. 13).  “When Gentiles 

subjected their flesh to the Jewish rite of circumcision, they gave Jews grounds to boast 

in their flesh thus subordinated to and incorporated within distinctive Jewish identity.”1016    

   As for Paul personally—may I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, through1017 which the world has been crucified to me,1018 and I to the world 

(vs. 14).1019  He had learned to reassess all of life—career, people, possessions, character, 

opinion, etc.—in light of the kingdom of God and its values.  He then states a maxim to 

reinforce that Jew and Gentile distinctions are of no fundamental importance in the 

 
1009 Fung, op. cit., pg. 300. 

1010 “This probably refers to the sprawling untidy letters of one not a scribe by trade, and who was, perhaps, 

more used to writing in Semitic characters than Greek” (R. Alan Cole, op. cit., pg. 180).  This verse has 

been used by some to surmise that Paul’s earlier referenced illness was an eye problem.   

1011 Only reason is what is known as “exaggeration of polemic.” 

1012 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 337. 

1013 That is, they were not consistent in keeping the law themselves.  We do not know Paul’s referenced 

points of their inconsistency nor how he came to know this.   

1014 Or advance their ego.   

1015 Or that they may boast in ethnic identity and prerogative.   

1016 Dunn, Galatians, pg. 339.   

1017 Or by (NRSV).   

1018 Or by which I have been fenced off from boasting in externals.   

1019 See also vs. 17—from now on, let no one cause me trouble, for I bear on my body the marks of 

Jesus. 
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kingdom of God, only incorporation into it—neither circumcision nor uncircumcision 

means anything; what counts is the new creation (vs. 15).  

   As he prepares to close, Paul gives a benediction—peace and mercy be upon all who 

walk by this rule, 1020 upon the Israel of God (vs. 16 [RSV]).1021   Though highly 

debated as to who Israel is in this verse,1022 Paul is likely equating all who walk by this 

rule (all Christ-followers regardless of ethnicity) with the Israel of God.  “It is highly 

probable that when Paul speaks of the ‘Israel of God’ (Gal. 6:16) he is referring to the 

church as the true spiritual Israel.”1023   It is followed by another benediction that closes 

the letter—the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit, brothers and 

sisters.  Amen (vs. 18).     

             

 

                        

    

    

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1020 This rule likely references the maxim of vs. 15, including its implications.   

1021 Or as for all who walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon them, and upon the Israel of God 

(ESV).   

1022 Contrast RSV with ESV. The ESV sees the blessing extended to two people groups—all who walk 

referencing believing Gentiles and the Israel of God referencing believing Jews who realize the 

unimportance of circumcision.    

1023 Ladd, op. cit., pg. 584.  “The connecting particle kai (and [ESV]) should be translated ‘even,’ not 

‘and,’ or be omitted (as in RSV).  The Christian church enjoys a direct continuity with God’s people in the 

Old Testament.  Those who are in Christ today are ‘the true circumcision’ (Phil. 3:3), ‘Abraham’s 

offspring’ (Gal. 3:29) and ‘the Israel or God’” (John R. W. Stott, op. cit., pg. 180).   
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