Caesar. During the life of Christ and the
apostles, Rome was the political military cen-
ter of the western world. When Paul wrote
Romans, Nero was Caesar (a.d. 54-68). The
city had many magnificent buildings, palaces,
and theaters. But it also had huge slums with
hundreds of thousands of people living in
poverty. The population of Rome at this time
was about a million people. Although located
on the Tiber River, Rome is 15 miles (25 km)
from the Mediterranean, and its main port
was 150 miles (250 km) away at Puteoli,
where Paul landed when he eventually ar-
rived as a prisoner (Acts 28:13-14). The
church there was probably started by Roman
Jews converted during their visit to Jerusa-
lem at the time of Pentecost of Acts 2 (see
verse 10).

Paul and the Roman Believers

Although Paul had never been to Rome be-
fore he wrote this letter, he knew many people
there (Romans 15 and 16). In the last chap-
ters, he also revealed a lot about the struc-
ture of their church. He described a citywide
unity with several (5 are mentioned) small
groups of believers assembling in different
homes. Paul gave no direction in the book
about how the Romans were to organize or
structure their church. He offered no instruc-
tion on how they should choose leaders or run
their assemblies. He did, however, recognize
the whole city as one unit (Romans 1:7), and
individual house churches as gathering points
around local leaders. These churches appar-
ently did not see themselves as independent
from other churches and leaders.

The Theme of Romans

The book develops the theme “the righteous
shall live by faith” (Romans 1:17). Paul says
God’s righteousness was revealed out-
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wardly through nature (chapter 1), inwardly
through our conscience (Romans 2) and through
the Scripture given to the Jews (3:1-8). But we,
both Jews and Gentiles, have all rejected God’s
righteousness (3:9-20). Nevertheless, God gra-
ciously provided justification through the blood
of Christ to all who receive Him by faith (3:21-
5:21). This salvation also provides us with sanc-
tification (holiness): positionally before God, ex-
perientially as we battle the old flesh—sin na-
ture, and ultimately when we stand before
Christ in glory (chapters 6-8). Our confidence in
this is because of our predestination (8:28—
9:29). Because of that confidence, we do evan-
gelism (9:30-10:21). This is urgent because the
church itself is a dispensation which tempo-
rary interrupts God’s program for Israel (chap-
ter 11). The way we are to apply this is by pre-
senting our bodies a living holy sacrifice to God
(12:1-2). That means pursuing our gifts (12:3-
8), living without hypocrisy (12:9-21), submit-
ting to our government (13:1-7), loving our neigh-
bor (13:8-14), respecting the liberty of others
(chapter 14) and bearing one another’s burdens
(chapter 15).
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By Dr. David A. DeWitt

1 don’t think I would get much disagreement
either today or by the church fathers through
all of history if I said, without any exception,

Paul’s epistle to the Romans
is the greatest theological

treatise ever written

Romans has been described as “the flagship
of the fleet of Pauline letters” (The Nelson
Study Bible, p. 1876). But it is also the whole
fleet of major doctrines surrounding what
Paul calls “salvation”—the deliverance of the
sinner from his sin. The book directed the
writings of Augustine, changed the life of
Martin Luther, dominated the theology of
John Calvin, and impacted the ministry of
John Wesley. It could be said that Romans
inspired: the Reformation of the 1500s, the
Great Awakening of the 1700s, and the
evangelicals of the 1800s and 1900s.

Paul, a Bondservant of Christ

No one disputes the fact that Paul wrote Ro-
mans. Paul (his Greek name) was also Saul
(his Jewish name), and like his Old Testament
namesake, King Saul, he was from the tribe
of Benjamin (Philippians 3:5). He was also a
Roman citizen (Acts 16:37; 22:25) and was
born about, or a little after, the time Christ
was born, so he was about the age of the other
apostles (possibly as much as 10 years
younger than Peter, since he held the coats
rather than participating in the stoning of
Stephen in Acts 7). Paul was born in Tarsus
(Acts 9:11), but he spent much of his early life



in Jerusalem as a student of the noted Romans

teacher Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3). Like his
father before him, Paul was both a Roman
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