St. Paul’s Greatest Book

The Letter to the Romans — a Book for Our Generation

Here are twenty-two sets of questions intended to assist us as we read Paul’s letter to the Romans. I hope the
questions are helpful in opening up the texts for our reflection on this great book. They may also stir up other
questions that come to your mind.

Raising the right question is at the very core of thoughtful Bible study. The five “W” questions will always be
the initial step in inductive reading: who, what, when, where, and why? The questions in this guide will seek
to follow up on these five “W” inductive questions. Throughout the questions I note helpful resource books as
suggestions for further study.

The first basic aid for Bible study is a dictionary of the Bible to answer technical questions. And, try to read the
text from at least five different Bible translations of the book (Romans). I recommend the following
translations: the NRSV, the NIV, Eugene Peterson’s The Message, the King James Version, and the American
Bible Society’s Modern English Bible.

Earl F. Palmer
2010 The National Presbyterian Church

Study 1 Romans 1:1-7 The Ring of Truth
a. Suggested questions:

1. What if you were a first-century CIA agent with the External Affairs Section in Rome. An agent has
found a fragment of papyrus containing on the sentences of Romans 1:1-7. On the basis of these
few sentences, and only these, describe the movement that produced them. From these sentences,
what do you know about these people?

2. Compare verses 2-5 with Peter’s sermon in Acts 2. Does the comparison trigger any thoughts for

you?

3. Paul uses two words, “grace” and “peace”. These words will mean different things to different
people. What do they mean to you? Can you imagine what they would mean to a first-century
person?

b. Resources:

See C. H. Dodd’s commentary The Epistle of Paul to the Romans, for his thoughts on Paul’s quotation

from his fellow first-century Christians; Alan Richardson’s A Dictionary of Christian Theology, on the

particular words in the text.

Study 2 Romans 1:8-15 Paul’s Letter
a. Suggested questions:

1. On the basis of these verses, draw up some of your own preliminary conclusions about Paul’s
understanding of the word “pray”.

2. What do you make of Paul’s stated feeling of debt to both the Greek-speaking and non-Greek
speaking world? Is it possible that some of his own community of faith would disagree with Paul
about this? If so, why? Can you sense an issue beneath the surface, between the lines, upon which
Paul now touches?

b. Resources:
Paul’s universal vision expressed here has a parallel statement in his brief and explosive book,
Galatians. Sir William Ramsay wrote on the journeys of Paul. See also James Stewart’s A Man in Christ,
to understand Paul’s motivation. A literary resource on the rugged figure of Paul himself is John A.
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Study 3 Romans 1:16, 17 The Manifesto of Paul
a. Suggested Questions:

1. Assume for a moment that these two verses were a manifesto or preamble for his whole letter.
What great subjects, themes, questions, do you find posed here by Paul?

2. What are his affirmations in these two verses?

3. What issues has Paul raised for you in this manifesto? What do you now want to ask of him? What
points in his statement do you want clarified, expanded?

4. Why should he quote an Old Testament prophet?




b. Resources:
Word studies on “ashamed”, “righteousness”, “revealed”, “faith”, are very helpful here. See
A Dictionary of Christian Theology.

c. Literary Resources:
The universal relevance of the Christian Gospel is affirmed by Paul. On this subject, read D. T. Niles,
31 1T w/ Ul EET thdbtons of StéblDgudis®Maleolm Muggeridge’s Jesus Rediscovered, or Blaise
Pascal’s The Pénsees.

Study 4 Romans 1:18-32 The Beginning of the Prosecution Argument

a. Suggested Questions:

1. Why does Paul begin his case for Christian hope on such negative ground?

What do you make of Paul’s view of man/woman?
React and/or respond to Paul’s “exchange” concept and the portrayal of idolatry.
Why the reference to homosexuality?
Why the long list of sins?
b. Resources:

S

Karl Barth’s discussion in his Commentary on this passage offers some profound explanations of Paul’s
heavy-handed beginning to Romans.
c. Literary Resources:
Literary resources abound with devastating analysis of the human crises. See T.S. Eliot’s, “The Love
Song of ]. Alfred Prufrock”, “The Waste Land”, “The Cocktail Party.” For literary insight into the
downward spiral of human sinfulness, see Golding’s Lord of the Flies. K. Menninger’s Whatever Became
of Sin? discusses our contemporary reluctance to face up to sin. For a remarkable insight into the
dynamics of idolatry and the liberation from idols, see The Silver Chair; also, The MET PEDE O P w- 1 x
C. S. Lewis. See also The Death of Adam: Essays on Modern Thought by Marilynne Robinson.

Study 5 Romans 2:1-19 The Crisis Portrayal Broadens
a. Suggested Questions:
1. In Chapter 1, Paul makes use of the pronoun “they”. Now in Chapter 2, the pronoun “you”. What
is your reaction to the shift in pronouns?
2. Think for a moment of his argument. What exactly do you feel are the points he is making in
Chapter 2?
b. Resources:

See F. F. Bruce’s discussion of Chapter 2; also Bornkamm’s, Paul.

c. Literary Resources:
C. S. Lewis” Mere Christianity develops Paul’s moral argument in a fascinating way. See the opening
chapters of Lewis” book. See also the dialogue between Dr. O'Reilly and Edward in T. S. Eliot’s “The
Cocktail Party”.

Study 6 Romans 3:1-20 The Law Rightly Understood

a. Suggested Questions:
1. What do you make of Paul’s explanation of the Old Testament Law? What points does he make?
2. What has Paul said about his own people Israel?

b. Resources:
To understand Paul’s teaching on Israel you especially need to read Galatians, Philippians 3, 2
Corinthians. See also Karl Barth on this passage.

c. Literary Resources:
Reading Josephus: The complete Works and Wisdom of Solomon will help the student to begin to
understand the climate of thought in the Israel of the first century.

Study 7 Romans 3:21-31 The Radical Breakthrough

a. Suggested Questions:
1. What are the words Paul uses to express his case for hope?
2. Why not try creating your own line drawing to express what you feel Paul is teaching in this

passage.

b. Resources:
F. F. Bruce has a very helpful discussion of the word images of this passage.

c. Literary Resources:
Francis Thompson’s The Hound of Heaven captures something of the incredible and wondrous search
and finding of mankind. See also The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe by C. S. Lewis for a literary
portrayal of atonement. Also, Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment.




Study 8 Romans 4:1-25 Abraham

a.

Suggested Questions:

1. It will be helpful to note the other references to Abraham by Paul (see Galatians). Note also the
writer to the Hebrews and the references to Abraham there. Compare and contrast.

2. Why do you think Paul brings up the name of Abraham in this book?

3. What are the points that he makes?

b. Resources:

It will be very helpful for the student at this point to work through thoughtful discussion of Israel for
Old Testament theology and New Testament fulfillment; see John Bright’s The Kingdom of God.

c. Literary Resources:
In the arts, there just isn’t a portrayal of the Mt. Moriah incident as moving and profound, in my view,
as Rembrandt’s painting, “Abraham and Isaac”.
Study 9 Romans 5:1-11 The Love of God
a. Suggested Questions:

1. Does Paul’s list of human experiences and responses intrigue you (verses 3-5)?

2. The word agape appears for the first time in Romans in this text. How would you, on the basis of
this text and its setting, define agape? What are some of the dynamics of the word present here?

3. On the basis of his passage, do you find clues to Paul’s intent and purpose in the harsh negative
beginning of Romans found in 1:18-3:20?

b. Resources:

The word study on agape in A Dictionary of Christian Theology is superb. Also at this point, the reader
will want to read theologically on the New Testament theology of the cross. See Baillie’s God Was In
Christ; John Stott’s Basic Christianity.

Literary Resources:

What is love? Here is a theme more discussed than any other in literature, art, and music.
Dostoyevsky’s Sonia of Crime and Punishment shows us the wholeness of “agape” — both in its judgment
and healing. Every meeting with Aslan in The Chronicles of Narnia reveals the wonderfully subtle
insight of C.S. Lewis into New Testament love. The majestic simplicity of New Testament love amazes
us in the character Alyosha, both in The Brothers Karamazov, and Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of
Ivan Denisovich, which is modeled after The Brothers Karamazov. The mixture of strength and freedom is
portrayed by Rembrandt’s “The Return of the Prodigal Son” in Rembrandt’s portrayal of the hands of
the father.

Study 10 Romans 5:11-21 Two Adams

a.

Suggested Questions:

1. For a moment, consider the possibility that Paul may be re-gathering everything that has been said
so far in the book. He does this re-gathering with the model about the first Adam and second
Adam. If that is so, what themes do you find in this summary?

2. Why should Paul describe Jesus Christ with such an unimpressive term as “Adam”?

3. Explain Paul’s understanding of the purpose of the Law.

b. Resources:

Karl Barth’s discussion of Chapter 5 is a complex but very important interpretation.

c. Literary Resources:
W. H. Auden’s poem, “For the Time Being: A Christmas Oratorio”, portrays the significance of the
identification of the divine Christ with us. See also T. S. Eliot’s poem, “Journey of the Magi.”
Study 11 Romans 6 The Christian Life
a. Suggested Questions:
1. It is helpful for the student to compare other uses by Paul of hypothetical questions (see
Philippians). Why do you feel Paul asks the question in verse 1?
2. Do the prepositions “from” and “to” intrigue you? Work out the completion of those prepositional
phrases throughout Chapter 6.
3. Now what about the word “freedom”? How does Paul use the word and what does he mean by it?
4. Explain Paul’s meaning of the word “baptism”. How does Paul use the word and what does he
mean by it?
b. Resources:

Baptism is here introduced by Paul. See Oscar Cullmann, Baptism in the New Testament. For an
excellent survey, also see the United Presbyterian General Assembly Study on Baptism by Dr. David
Willis. Freedom also comes into Paul’s text here, though also in Chapter 1 and, in fact, throughout



Romans. Hans Kung’s book, Justification: The Doctrine of Karl Barth and a Catholic Reflection, is helpful
here, also John Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion.

c. Literary Resources:
One of literatures” high-water mark discussions of the freedom in Jesus Christ is the noontime dialogue
between Ivan and Alyosha in The Brothers Karamazov.

Study 12 Romans 7 Paul’s Autobiographical Statement
a. Suggested Questions:
1. Why do you feel Paul becomes so personal in this chapter?

2. What are some of your own reactions and feelings toward this chapter?
3. What do you feel is Paul’s purpose in this chapter?
b. Resources:
There are sharp differences of view held regarding the autobiographical statement of Paul by
interpreters of equal sincerity and thoughtfulness. Read Luther’s Commentary OO w1 OOE OU wep+ U U
Classic Commentaries) and Joseph Agar Beet's A Commentary OO w2 U8 w/ EUOZ Uw$forDUUOT wC
contrasting views; also Rudolf Bultmann, Primitive Christianity in Its Contemporary Setting (p. 287), and
then Anders Nygren’s Commentary on Romans, for a reply to Bultmann.
c. Literary Resources:
John Bunyan’s,/ D O1 UD Oz, {4 audlaksiOdrtistic bkhb of the journey expressed by Paul in Romans 6,
7 and 8. A modern classic to read is The Screwtape Letters by C. S. Lewis.

Study 13 Romans 8:1-27 The Holy Spirit

a. Suggested Questions:
1. Describe the ministry of the Holy Spirit as you see it outlined in these verses.
2. Describe the nature of the Holy Spirit from these verses.
3. Why does Paul use the word “mortal bodies” in verse 11?7

b. Resources:
F. Dale Bruner’s book, A Theology of the Holy Spirit, is a must. Also, John Stott’s Baptism and Fullness of
the Holy Spirit. For the charismatic position in Holy Spirit theology, David duPlessis” book, A Man
Called Mr. Pentecost, should be noted.

Study 14 Romans 8:28-39 If God Be For Us
a. Suggested Questions:
1. The word “decide” (pre-decide) in verse 29 is a very interesting word in the text. What do you feel
is the point in Paul’s discussion of the decision God has made?
2. What is the decision God has made?
3. What are the facts upon which Paul really establishes the foundation for his hope in this passage?
b. Resources:
See Karl Barth’s Dogmatics in Outline discussion of forgiveness.
c. Literary Resources:
Martin Luther’s hymn, “A Mighty Fortress” provides a remarkable poetic commentary to the eighth
chapter of Romans.

Study 15 Romans 9, 10 Discontinuity

a. Suggested Questions:

1. T'have used the word “discontinuity” to characterize these two opening chapters of the three-
chapter section. Reflect upon that word in connection with this passage.

2. Comment upon verses 10:9, 10 as if they were a statement of faith for the early church.

b. Resources:
F. F. Bruce’s Romans: An Introduction and Commentary has been very helpful in understanding these
three Chapters, 9, 10 and 11.

Study 16 Romans 11 Surprising Promise
a. Suggested Questions:
1. Sketch in for yourself the main lines of Paul’s whole discussion in Chapters 9, 10, and 11.
2. What is it that Paul states will occur?
3. Comment upon the final benediction of Chapter 11.

Study 17 Romans 12:1-2 Costly Faith
a. Suggested Questions:
1. Why does Paul use the word “bodies” in this passage?




2. If this passage is one more example of Paul’s gathering of his total argument, comment on the
passage in that light.
3. Comment on the words “conform”, and “transform”.
b. Resources:
Word studies in this passage will be very helpful. See Karl Barth’s commentary, The Epistle to the
Romans.

Study 18 Romans 12:3-8 The Gifts
a. Suggested Questions:
1. Notice the order in Paul’s argument. Does the arrangement of his points in the text interest you?
2. Why is Paul’s teaching on gifts surrounded by the context we find in these verses 3-8?
3. On the basis of these verses, sketch in your impressions of Paul’s view of the church.

b. Resources:
See F. Dale Bruner’s treatment of “Gifts of the Holy Spirit in the Pentecostal Movement” in A Theology
of the Holy Spirit.

Study 19 Romans 12:9-21 A Strategy Unfolds
a. Suggested Questions:
1. If these verses were in fact meant to be a description by Paul of the strategy of the Christians in the
world, then what would you single out as the marks of this strategy?
2. What does the phrase “coals of fire” mean? What is Paul’s point?

Study 20 Romans 13 Consider This Chapter as a Whole
a. Suggested Questions:
1. Think of yourself as a first-century Christian confronted by the harsh realities of Roman oppression,
perhaps considering some form of escape from this oppression of the real world of the first century.
Respond to Chapter 13 in the context of these feelings.
2. What is the reason that Paul portrays the social order in such ideal terms?
3. Comment on the phrase “owe no one anything except...” What is Paul getting at?

Study 21 Romans 14 and 15
a. Suggested Questions:
Let me try out some impressions of Paul’s themes in Romans 12 - 15:
1. Chapter 12 and 13 make the point that the Christian must live his/her Christian life without escape
and in the real world. How would you describe the concern of Paul for the Christian in verses 14
and 15?
2. What guidelines for living in relationship with fellow Christians do you find in Chapters 14 and 15?
3. What are some of the threats to the church that Paul seems especially concerned about in these
chapters?
b. Resources:
C. S. Lewis’” Mere Christianity and The Screwtape Letters are very helpful in working through questions
on the relationship of the Christian and the Church.

Study 22 Romans 16
a. Suggested Questions:
1. Read through the names and discover you own inductive insights into the nature of the Christian
Church at Rome. What did you observe?
2. Paul closes the letter much in the same way as he began. Compare the closing paragraphs with the
opening paragraphs of Romans. Comment on this comparison.
3. Work up, at this point, your own summary of the whole book. What main points stand out the
most for you?
b. Resources:
F. F. Bruce’s Romans: An Introduction and Commentary has very helpful data on the list of names in
Chapter 16.




