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What People Are Saying
about Threshold Bible Study

“Falling in love with the sacred Scriptures enables us to fall in deeper love with our loving
God. Threshold Bible Study helps us see the Word of God alive in us and among us.”
◾ Archbishop Gregory M. Aymond, Archbishop of New Orleans
“With lucidity and creativity, Stephen Binz offers today’s believing communities a rich and
accessible treasury of biblical scholarship. The series’ brilliance lies in its simplicity of
presentation complemented by critical depth of thought and reflective insight.”
◾ Carol J. Dempsey, OP, Associate Professor of Theology, University of Portland, OR
“Threshold Bible Study offers solid scholarship and spiritual depth. It can be counted on for
lively individual study and prayer, even while it offers spiritual riches to deepen communal
conversation and reflection among the people of God.”
◾ Scott Hahn, Founder and President of the St. Paul Center for Biblical Theology
“Threshold Bible Study is a terrific resource for parishes, groups, and individuals who desire
to delve more deeply into Scripture and church teaching. Stephen J. Binz has created guides
that are profound yet also accessible and that answer the growing desire among today’s laity
for tools to grow in both faith and community.”
◾ Lisa M. Hendey, Founder of CatholicMom.com and author
“Stephen Binz provides the church with a tremendous gift and resource in the Threshold
Bible Study. This great series invites readers into the world of Scripture with insight,
wisdom, and accessibility. This series will help you fall in love with the word of God!”
◾ Daniel P. Horan, OFM, Catholic Theological Union, Chicago
“Stephen J. Binz has a unique talent for helping ordinary folks engage the Bible with
deep understanding. Graduates of the Hartford Catholic Biblical School are using his
Threshold Bible Study throughout Connecticut to bring Scripture more fully into the lives
of God’s people.”
◾ BJ Daly Horell, Director, Catholic Biblical School, Archdiocese of Hartford
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“Threshold Bible Study takes to heart the summons of the Second Vatican Council—‘easy
access to Sacred Scripture should be provided for all the Christian faithful’ (Dei Verbum,
#22)—by facilitating an encounter with the word of God that is simple, insightful, and
engaging. A great resource for the New Evangelization.”
◾ Hosffman Ospino, Professor, Boston College School of Theology and Ministry
“I most strongly recommend this series, exceptional for its scholarly solidity, pastoral
practicality, and clarity of presentation. The church owes Binz a great debt of gratitude for
his generous and competent labor in the service of the word of God.”
◾ Peter C. Phan, Professor of Catholic Social Thought, Georgetown University
“Threshold Bible Study is an enriching and enlightening approach to understanding the rich
faith which the Scriptures hold for us today. All the elements work together to offer the
reader a wonderful insight into how the sacred texts of our faith can touch our lives in a
profound and practical way today. I heartily recommend this series to both individuals and
to Bible study groups.”
◾ Abbot Gregory J. Polan, OSB, Conception Abbey,
Abbot Primate of the Benedictine Order
“Stephen J. Binz is a consistently outstanding Catholic educator and communicator whose
books on the study and application of Scripture have thoroughly enriched my Christian
understanding. In our fast-moving, often confusing times, his ability to help us examine
and comprehend the truth through all the noise is especially needed and valuable.”
◾ Elizabeth Scalia, writer and speaker, Editor at Aleteia, blogger at The Anchoress
“Stephen Binz has created an essential resource for the new evangelization rooted in the
discipleship process that helps participants to unpack the treasures of the Scriptures in an
engaging and accessible manner. Threshold Bible Study connects faith learning to faithful
living, leading one to a deeper relationship with Christ and his body, the church.”
◾ Julianne Stanz, Director of New Evangelization, Diocese of Green Bay

“Threshold Bible Study is a wonderful series that is sure to open new doors for every reader.
In a practical, pastoral, and accessible manner, Stephen Binz brings the insights of
contemporary scholarship to us in understandable language and clear format, inviting
readers to deeper reflection on their own lived experience.”
◾ Bishop Kevin Vann, Bishop of Orange
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How to Use
Threshold Bible Study
Threshold Bible Study is a dynamic, informative, inspiring, and life-changing
series that helps you learn about Scripture in a whole new way. Each book will
help you explore new dimensions of faith and discover deeper insights for your
life as a disciple of Jesus.
The threshold is a place of transition. The threshold of God’s word invites you
to enter that place where God’s truth, goodness, and beauty can shine into your
life and fill your mind and heart. Through the Holy Spirit, the threshold becomes
holy ground, sacred space, and graced time. God can teach you best at the threshold, because God opens your life to his word and fills you with the Spirit of truth.
Threshold Bible Study approaches each topic or book of the Bible in a thematic way. You will understand and reflect on the biblical texts through overarching themes derived from biblical theology. Through this method, the study of
Scripture will impact your life in a unique way and transform you from within.
These books are designed for maximum flexibility. Each study is presented in
a workbook format, with sections for reading, reflecting, writing, discussing, and
praying. Each Threshold book contains thirty lessons, which you can use for your
daily study over the course of a month or which can be divided into six lessons
per week, providing a group study of six weekly sessions. These studies are ideal
for Bible study groups, small Christian communities, adult faith formation, student groups, Sunday school, neighborhood groups, and family reading, as well
as for individual learning.
The commentary that follows each biblical passage launches your reflection on
that passage and helps you begin to see its significance within the context of your
contemporary experience. The questions following the commentary challenge
you to understand the passage more fully and apply it to your own life. Space for
writing after each question is ideal for personal study and also allows group participants to prepare in advance for the weekly discussion. The prayer helps conclude
your study each day by integrating your learning into your relationship with God.
The method of Threshold Bible Study is rooted in the ancient tradition of lectio
divina, whereby studying the Bible becomes a means of deeper intimacy with God
vii
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and a transformed life. Reading and interpreting the text (lectio) is followed by
reflective meditation on its message (meditatio). This reading and reflecting flows
into prayer from the heart (oratio and contemplatio). In this way, one listens to God
through the Scripture and then responds to God in prayer.
This ancient method assures you that Bible study is a matter of both the mind
and the heart. It is not just an intellectual exercise to learn more and be able to
discuss the Bible with others. It is, more importantly, a transforming experience.
Reflecting on God’s word, guided by the Holy Spirit, illumines the mind with
wisdom and stirs the heart with zeal.
Following the personal Bible study, Threshold Bible Study offers ways to extend
personal lectio divina into a weekly conversation with others. This communal experience will allow participants to enhance their appreciation of the message and
build up a spiritual community (collatio). The end result will be to increase not
only individual faith, but also faithful witness in the context of daily life (operatio).
When bringing Threshold Bible Study to a church community, try to make
every effort to include as many people as possible. Many will want to study on
their own; others will want to study with family, a group of friends, or a few work
associates; some may want to commit themselves to share insights through a
weekly conference call, daily text messaging, or an online social network; and
others will want to gather weekly in established small groups.
By encouraging Threshold Bible Study and respecting the many ways people
desire to make Bible study a regular part of their lives, you will widen the number
of people in your church community who study the Bible regularly in whatever
way they are able in their busy lives. Simply sign up people at the Sunday services and order bulk quantities for your church. Encourage people to follow the
daily study as faithfully as they can. This encouragement can be through Sunday
announcements, notices in parish publications, support on the church website,
and other creative invitations and motivations.
Through the spiritual disciplines of Scripture reading, study, reflection, conversation, and prayer, Threshold Bible Study will help you experience God’s grace
more abundantly and root your life more deeply in Christ. The risen Jesus said:
“Listen! I am standing at the door, knocking; if you hear my voice and open the
door, I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me” (Rev 3:20). Listen
to the Word of God, open the door, and cross the threshold to an unimaginable
dwelling with God!

TBS Salvation_INT.indd 8

12/22/17 1:06 PM

HOW TO USE THRESHOLD BIBLE STUDY

ix

SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY
• Make your Bible reading a time of prayer. Ask for God’s guidance as you
read the Scriptures.
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• Try to study daily, or as often as possible according to the circumstances
of your life.

• Read the Bible passage carefully, trying to understand both its meaning
and its personal application as you read. Some persons find it helpful to
read the passage aloud.
• Read the passage in another Bible translation. Each version adds to your
understanding of the original text.
• Allow the commentary to help you comprehend and apply the scriptural text. The commentary is only a beginning, not the last word, on the
meaning of the passage.

• After reflecting on each question, write out your responses. The very act
of writing will help you clarify your thoughts, bring new insights, and
amplify your understanding.
• As you reflect on your answers, think about how you can live God’s word
in the context of your daily life.

• Conclude each daily lesson by reading the prayer and continuing with
your own prayer from the heart.
• Make sure your reflections and prayers are matters of both the mind and
the heart. A true encounter with God’s word is always a transforming
experience.
• Choose a word or a phrase from the lesson to carry with you throughout
the day as a reminder of your encounter with God’s life-changing word.

• Share your learning experience with at least one other person whom you
trust for additional insights and affirmation. The ideal way to share learning is in a small group that meets regularly.
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• Meet regularly; weekly is ideal. Try to be on time and make attendance
a high priority for the sake of the group. The average group meets for
about an hour.
• Open each session with a prepared prayer, a song, or a reflection. Find
some appropriate way to bring the group from the workaday world into a
sacred time of graced sharing.
• If you have not been together before, name tags are very helpful as a
group begins to become acquainted with the other group members.

• Spend the first session getting acquainted with one another, reading the
Introduction aloud, and discussing the questions that follow.
• Appoint a group facilitator to provide guidance to the discussion. The
role of facilitator may rotate among members each week. The facilitator
simply keeps the discussion on track; each person shares responsibility
for the group. There is no need for the facilitator to be a trained teacher.
• Try to study the six lessons on your own during the week. When you
have done your own reflection and written your own answers, you will
be better prepared to discuss the six scriptural lessons with the group. If
you have not had an opportunity to study the passages during the week,
meet with the group anyway to share support and insights.
• Participate in the discussion as much as you are able, offering your
thoughts, insights, feelings, and decisions. You learn by sharing with
others the fruits of your study.

• Be careful not to dominate the discussion. It is important that everyone
in the group be offered an equal opportunity to share the results of their
work. Try to link what you say to the comments of others so that the
group remains on the topic.
• When discussing your own personal thoughts or feelings, use “I” language. Be as personal and honest as appropriate and be very cautious
about giving advice to others.
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• Listen attentively to the other members of the group so as to learn from
their insights. The words of the Bible affect each person in a different
way, so a group provides a wealth of understanding for each member.
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• Don’t fear silence. Silence in a group is as important as silence in personal study. It allows individuals time to listen to the voice of God’s
Spirit and the opportunity to form their thoughts before they speak.

• Solicit several responses for each question. The thoughts of different people will build on the answers of others and will lead to deeper
insights for all.

• Don’t fear controversy. Differences of opinions are a sign of a healthy and
honest group. If you cannot resolve an issue, continue on, agreeing to
disagree. There is probably some truth in each viewpoint.

• Discuss the questions that seem most important for the group. There is
no need to cover all the questions in the group session.

• Realize that some questions about the Bible cannot be resolved, even by
experts. Don’t get stuck on some issue for which there are no clear answers.
• Whatever is said in the group is said in confidence and should be
regarded as such.

• Pray as a group in whatever way feels comfortable. Pray for the members
of your group throughout the week.
Schedule for Group Study

Session 1: Introduction

Date:

Session 2: Lessons 1–6

Date:

Session 3: Lessons 7–12

Date:

Session 4: Lessons 13–18

Date:

Session 5: Lessons 19–24

Date:

Session 6: Lessons 25–30

Date:
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IN THE TIME OF PAUL
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I have written to you rather boldly by way of reminder,
because of the grace given me by God to be a minister of Christ Jesus
to the Gentiles in the priestly service of the gospel of God,
so that the offering of the Gentiles may be acceptable,
sanctified by the Holy Spirit. ROMANS 15:15–16

Salvation Offered
to All People

A

s Paul’s longest and most developed writing, his monumental
Letter to the Romans stands first in the church’s collection of Paul’s
literary work. It has served to introduce Paul’s thought to generations of readers and is recognized as his most influential and controversial
work. At the time of the Reformation, the letter became a battleground for a
Christianity being pulled apart. Ironically, a work that Paul intended to unify
the church of his own day has been used as a wedge causing separation and
division. Fortunately, a renewed understanding of Romans has led to ecumenical understanding and a deepening unity among Christians today.
When Paul penned this letter to “all God’s beloved in Rome,” he was writing to a church that he had neither founded nor as yet visited. Unlike his
other letters, in which he wrote to communities who knew him well and
addressed pastoral concerns of those churches, in his Letter to the Romans
he addressed the Christians of a city he has never seen. Paul wrote in anticipation of his intended visit. He had carried out his task of preaching in the
1
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eastern Mediterranean world, and now he was ready to undertake the proclamation of the gospel in the western half of that world. He hoped to make this
political, military, and economic capital of the empire the base of his future
mission. This letter serves as both his personal introduction to the church in
Rome and an exposition of his developed understanding of the gospel.
The church in Rome, like most all the earliest churches of Christianity,
was established by Jewish Christians. The synagogues provided the arena for
evangelization. But several years before Paul’s writing, trouble stirred among
the Jews in Rome, and Claudius, the emperor from 41 to 54, expelled the
Jewish population from the city (Acts 18:2). The Roman historian Suetonius
states that Claudius “expelled Jews who were making constant disturbances at
the instigation of Chrestus.” Most historians believe that Suetonius misunderstood the Christian title of the Messiah, confusing Christus, the Latin name
for Christ, with the more common name, Chrestus. It seems that this conflict
between Jews and Jewish Christians over the status of Jesus as Messiah led to
their banishment from Rome in the late 40s.
After the expulsion of the Jewish Christian leadership of the church in
Rome, the Gentile Christians took the leadership positions and set up a
church increasingly less influenced by the synagogue and concern for Jewish
identity. This continued until the death of Claudius in 54, when many Jews
returned to the capital city. The resulting tension between the Jewish and
Gentile Christians seems to have been the occasion of Paul’s letter. He wrote
to explain his understanding of the equal relationship of Jews and Gentiles
within the united People of God. He clarified to Jews that God’s plan of salvation intended to include the Gentiles from the beginning, and he taught the
Gentiles to respect the essential Jewish heritage of their faith.
Paul meant his letter to be read aloud to the community of believers while
assembled at the house churches in Rome, intending that it be heard and
understood by practicing Christians in the middle of the first century. For
those who listened, Paul demonstrated how Gentiles can be incorporated
with Jews into God’s people without jeopardizing the continuity of salvation
history. He shows that God desires salvation for people of all races and that
salvation is offered, not through observing the precepts of the Torah, but by
God’s grace through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.
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• What difficulties might Paul have encountered in writing to the Romans
due to the fact that he had never personally visited the Christian community there?

• What might be some tensions between the Christian Jews and Gentiles?
Why is Paul so concerned to bring unity between them?

Sin, Grace, Law, and Faith

One of the things about which the Jewish and Gentile Christians were in
complete agreement was the authority of Scripture—the Torah and the
prophets—and its role in presenting God’s saving plan. For this reason,
Paul expressed his understanding of the gospel by continual references to
the Scriptures of Israel and God’s unfolding design. The prophets had communicated God’s promise of a final liberation, and now, in the gospel of
Jesus Christ, God has spoken his final word and brought saving history to
its climax.
Paul’s foundational premise is that all people are under the domination of
sin: “All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (3:23). The opening
stories of Genesis show that sin has been around for as long as humanity. It is
not a part of the Creator’s design, but the result of human choice and failure.
Sin dominates the human condition and is the cause of separation, alienation,
division—from God, from others, and from oneself. It creates a destructive
solidarity of sinners, from one generation to the next, making them slaves to
the forces that oppose God and hindering them from being bearers of the
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divine image. As Creator and Lord, God has every right to judge his human
creation on the basis of its choices and behaviors, and divine wrath toward a
disobedient creation is fully justified.
The only way that human creatures can be delivered from its addiction
to sin is through something more powerful. Paul weighs what he says about
sin against a power that he calls grace. This is God’s merciful favor toward his
people, which they have neither earned nor deserve. Grace is manifested in
God’s call and promises to Abraham, his choice of Israel, and most fully in
the salvation of sinful human beings through Jesus Christ. Sin leads to death;
grace leads to life. Paul proclaims the good news that “where sin increased,
grace abounded all the more, so that, just as sin exercised dominion in death,
so grace might also exercise dominion through justification leading to eternal
life through Jesus Christ our Lord” (5:20–21).
Paul’s exposition of human history divides it into two ages. Prior to Christ,
humanity was under the power of sin, represented by the story of Adam’s
disobedience. All human beings are born into this sinfulness of humanity’s Adam-like existence. But through the new birth of baptism, people are
joined to Christ and his obedience. Adam and Christ are both archetypes
for humanity’s direction and possibilities: Adam through sin moves toward
death; Christ through God’s grace moves toward life. Rather than giving his
creatures what they deserve, God looks with mercy on his creature’s rebellion
and offers them life.
Paul refers to “the law” as that set of regulations intended by God to guide
Israel in its covenant with God. This law of Moses, Paul says, is “holy and just
and good” (7:12). But this law has proved incapable of overcoming humanity’s foundational problem, its slavery to sin. Telling the Jews to just obey the
regulations of the Torah has become as futile as telling slaves to simply try
harder. In fact, the good and holy law has fallen under the dominance of sin
and has become its instrument. The law, then, intensifies the effects of whatever force holds sway over human beings, whether that force be sin or grace.
As Paul explains, the law, which was intended to guide God’s people, actually provokes people’s tendency to resist the will of their Creator and arouses
human desires toward sinfulness. In addition, the written law makes explicit
the fact that sin is a clear rebellion against God, a transgression of his holy
will, and thereby enhances the power of sin.
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God desires to bring all people from the slavery of sin to the experience of
grace in Jesus Christ. This offer of salvation must be accepted and received—
by both Jews and Gentiles—through what Paul calls “faith” (pistis, in Greek).
The word translated “faith” in most English versions of Scripture has a broad
range of meanings. It includes belief, confidence, assurance, faithfulness,
commitment, loyalty, and allegiance. For Paul, faith means the free commitment of oneself to God in Jesus Christ, the submission of one’s intellect and
will to God.
Christian culture today offers lots of prepackaged ideas about the meaning
of faith, law, works, and salvation that simplify and distort the full message of
the New Testament. Statements like “I am saved because I trust in the blood
of Jesus” or “Faith apart from works saves me” do not accurately summarize
the gospel. In this letter, Paul leads his readers to a more robust understanding of Christian faith and its implication.
Faith and works are too often pitted against each other as opposite paths
to salvation, one that is successful (faith) and one that fails (works). This division depends on partial and inaccurate meanings of faith and works. When
Paul says, “we hold that a person is justified by faith apart from works prescribed by the law” (3:28), he is not speaking about good works in general,
but works demanded by the law of Moses. He is demonstrating that both
Jews and Gentiles are justified on the ground of the same faith.
Jews can no longer expect God’s saving grace simply by virtue of their
race. Just living the precepts of the covenant cannot unbind a person from the
reign of sin. And Gentiles should not be expected to become practicing Jews
before they can experience salvation in Christ. No, for Jew and for Gentile,
salvation is received by God’s grace through the act of faith.
Through a sincere search for Paul’s meaning in this letter, we discover that
faith and works are not mutually exclusive after all. If salvation is through
faith—understood as faithfulness, commitment, and allegiance to Jesus
Christ—then the fatiguing discussion about whether we are saved by faith
alone or by faith and works would no longer divide. With this understanding
of faith, we realize how good works done in love are inseparable from a life
lived in Christ. Through our honest study of Romans, perhaps Paul can again
bring healing to our fractured Christianity.
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• Why is grace necessary for us to overcome sin?

• What does Paul mean by faith? How does this understanding overcome
the divisive conflict between faith and works?

What God Has Done for Humanity in Christ

Paul does not narrate the earthly ministry of Jesus, his preaching or his miracles. Rather, he teaches what God has done for humanity, both Jews and
Gentiles, through the life, ministry, death, burial, resurrection, and enthronement of Christ. This work of God on our behalf is God’s gift rooted in divine
love: “God proves his love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died
for us” (5:8). This act of divine love is humanly inconceivable and contrary
to all expectations. It is unconditional and independent of any worthiness or
merit on our part. God’s climactic and decisive action on behalf of humanity
is God’s free act of grace.
In describing what God has achieved for humanity in Christ, Paul makes
use of several different images, each drawn from his own first-century background. Each image expresses a distinct facet of Christ’s climactic work and
the effects offered to all people. Here is a brief description of each of these
images that will appear throughout Paul’s letter:
Justification. This is the primary image Paul uses in Romans, expressing
the new relationship between human beings and God because of the
work of Christ. Justification is a judicial term designating the effect created on those who stand acquitted or vindicated before a judge’s tribu-
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nal. In relationship to God, sinners stand justified before God because
of the work of Christ. People are able to accept and receive this act of
grace from God, not through their observance of the precepts of the
Mosaic law, but through their response of faith, through faithfulness to
Christ and baptism in him. We can stand before God acquitted because
we are justified by grace through faith. As Paul says, we are “now justified by his grace” (3:24), and “he justifies the one who has faith in
Jesus” (3:26).
Salvation. This image expresses rescue from harm and deliverance from
evil. Throughout the Scriptures, God saved his people from harm and
evil that was physical and spiritual, internal and external, personal
and communal. In introducing his letter, Paul describes the gospel as
“the power of God for salvation to everyone who has faith” (1:16).
He teaches that we have been saved through Christ’s death and resurrection, yet the full effects of our salvation will be experienced in the
future. Salvation is an ongoing process that culminates in a glorious
future. Paul urges us to be confident in this process as he shows that
justification and salvation are two different facets of what God has done
for us: “Much more surely then, now that we have been justified by his
blood, will we be saved through him from the wrath of God” (5:9).
Reconciliation. This image designates a change in relationship, from one
of hostility and alienation to one of friendship and intimacy. When
Paul uses this image, he speaks of God reconciling people to himself
through Christ, bringing sinners from estrangement to closeness. This
reconciliation puts us on the way to salvation, as Paul says: “For if while
we were enemies, we were reconciled to God through the death of his
Son, much more surely, having been reconciled, will we be saved by his
life” (5:10). This reconciliation unites the world back to God, it recovers a lost wholeness and integrity, and it creates again a right relationship between the Creator and creatures.
Adoption. This process for transferring an enslaved or abandoned child
into the family of another became an image for God’s relationship with
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Israel. An adopted child received the sense of belonging to the family
and an inheritance. As Paul applies this image to the lives of believers, he
describes adoption as God’s gift, uniting us to his Son through the Spirit:
“You did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have
received a spirit of adoption” (8:15). This adoption makes us children
of God and enables us to acknowledge our adoption by crying out to
God, “Abba! Father!” As children, we become heirs in God’s family. With
Christ we become joint heirs, inheriting all of God’s blessings.
Redemption. Paul drew this image from the practice of emancipation of
prisoners and slaves. An Israelite who bought back a kinsman who was
held captive or enslaved was known as a redeemer. The prophets and
psalms describe God as Israel’s Redeemer, who freed his people from
the bondage of Egypt and the captivity of Babylon. Paul applies this
image to Christ when he speaks of the redemption that is in Christ. He
even speaks of redemption in a cosmic sense: “We know that the whole
creation has been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the
creation, but we ourselves…groan inwardly while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies” (8:22–23).

Atonement. This imagery from ancient Israel refers to God’s pardon of
sin through offering sacrifice. Paul understands the cross of Jesus and
the shedding of his blood as a sacrifice of atonement. The sacrifice of
Christ has achieved for humanity all that the Day of Atonement ritual
symbolized each year as it was enacted in Jerusalem’s temple (Lev
16). Paul expresses what God has done for all sinful people, using the
images of justification, redemption, and atonement: “They are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ
Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement by his blood,
effective through faith” (3:24–25).

Sanctification. This image comes from Israel’s Torah and prophets,
where people and things were often referred to as “holy,” that is, set
apart from the profane world and marked out for God’s service. For
Paul, Christ is the means whereby believers are made holy, that is, sanc-
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tified or made saints. In Romans he says, “Now that you have been
freed from sin and enslaved to God, the advantage you get is sanctification. The end is eternal life” (6:22). Sanctification expresses the separation of Christians from a fully secular life to devote themselves to
the service of God.
Glorification. The Scriptures of Israel speak of the perceptible manifestation of God’s presence as divine “glory.” For Paul, glory expresses
the destiny of Christian believers. “We boast,” he says, “in our hope of
sharing the glory of God” (5:2). Not only will we reflect divine glory,
but we will share the glory of God, bearing the full image and likeness
of God as our Creator intends. Paul encourages the struggling community in Rome, “I consider that the sufferings of this present time are
not worth comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us” (8:18).
Being glorified by God is presented as the culminating effect of God’s
saving work in those who put their faith in Christ Jesus (8:30). We
trust God completely to finish the work of our salvation and bring us
to the glory he has promised.

With all of these various images, drawn from the background of both Jews
and Gentiles, Paul describes what God has done for humanity through Jesus
Christ. In a city dominated by the cult of the Roman emperor, God offers
new and eternal life to those who place their trust and allegiance in God’s
Messiah and Lord.

Reflection and Discussion

• Why does Paul use such a variety of images to express what God has
done for us in Christ?
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• These various images refer to both our present and future existence in
Christ? Which do I experience most at present and which do I anticipate
most in the future?

Reading Paul’s Letter to the Romans

Because Paul was a Jew who formerly persecuted Christians and since he was
known throughout the eastern world as the Apostle to the Gentiles, Paul recognized that suspicions about his teachings had undoubtedly reached the city
of Rome. He also knew that the tensions within the church there between
Jewish and Gentile Christians had resulted in misunderstanding and division. Because of these circumstances and since Paul hoped to soon make
his first visit to Rome, Paul wrote this letter in order to introduce himself
and to clarify for the Christians of Rome how Jews and Gentiles are equally
included in God’s saving plan and should be united in faith and worship
within the church.
Paul had to explain the gospel in such a way that it would be accepted by
Jews and Gentiles alike. For this reason, he establishes his teachings on the
Torah and prophets of Israel, showing how the new and final era of salvation
history has begun in Christ. He shows how God is faithful to his promises,
which was essential for Jewish Christians, but he also affirms the universality
of those promises, which was necessary for the Gentiles.
Paul’s letter is not an abstract work of theology. It is written in the context
of his own intentions and the struggles of the people to whom he wrote. This
understanding is a great benefit for the modern reader in interpreting the
text. In this light, we will divide the letter into four quarters: Rom 1—4, Rom
5—8, Rom 9—11, and Rom 12—16.
In the opening chapter, Paul introduces himself and his purpose for writing. He praises his audience and makes clear that his focus is “the gospel,” to
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which he has dedicated his life. He describes the gospel as “the power of God
for salvation to everyone who has faith” (1:16). Wanting to lead “everyone”
to salvation, he intends to explain how all people can belong to Jesus Christ.
But he sets this purpose aside for a while because, first, he will demonstrate
that all of humanity needs salvation because the reign of sin is universal. Rom
2 spotlights how the Jewish people are accountable to God for sin, and Rom
3 widens the light to detail the guilt of all people. Paul then begins to show
the way out, the path of salvation. Human beings cannot be right with God
through their own merits, but by squarely facing their sin and appealing to
God’s grace in the saving work of Jesus Christ. Rom 4 presents the example
of Abraham to show that God’s promises are realized, not by obedience to the
law, but by faithfulness to God.
The next section of the letter contrasts life under the domination of sin,
represented by Adam, and life dominated by grace, brought about by Christ.
Rom 5 presents the hope of glory that is ours in Christ and the movement
toward salvation. Rom 6 describes the victory of grace over the bondage of
sin, and Rom 7 describes the triumph of grace over the power of the law.
As humanity becomes convinced of its need for a savior, God’s grace draws
believers into a loyal union with Christ. Paul’s climactic words in Rom 8
assure us that we can face all adversity through the love of God manifested in
Christ and received through the power of the Holy Spirit.
Paul devotes Rom 9—11 to explaining the relationship of Israel to the
gospel. He praises God’s promises and faithfulness to Israel, yet acknowledges his perplexity that the gospel has fared worse among Jews than among
Gentiles. He then explains how Israel’s rejection of the gospel has opened the
way for the Gentiles to share in their inheritance. The remnant of Jews who
have accepted Jesus as Messiah provides an assurance that, eventually, “all
Israel will be saved” (11:26). Finally, Paul assures his listeners that God will
demonstrate his mercy to the chosen people because “the gift and the calling
of God are irrevocable” (11:29).
The last chapters of Paul’s letter present the practical ramifications of the
gospel. In Rom 12, Paul urges the Christian community to present their lives
as a “living sacrifice to God,” using their gifts to benefit one another. Paul
pleads for unity in the church, asking his listeners to refrain from judging
others, to look to the good of others, and to imitate Christ’s acceptance of
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Jews and Gentiles. In Rom 15, Paul states his mission to continue establishing churches, his desire to visit Rome, and his request for their prayers. In the
final chapter, Paul sends personal greetings to Christians in Rome, whom he
calls his “co-workers,” and concludes with a prayer of praise to God.
While we must keep in mind Paul’s theological, pastoral, and missionary
purpose when reading Romans, we must also keep in mind our own context
today when reading this work. We are living in an age in which the evil that
surrounds us may cause us to lose hope. Paul’s letter offers us a confident trust
that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Reflection and Discussion

• What aspects of the church in Rome are important to keep in mind in
order to understand Paul’s letter?

• What aspects of my own context today make me more open and eager to
read this letter?

Prayer

Lord God, you called Paul to be your apostle and to proclaim your gospel to the
people of the ancient world. Prepare my mind and heart to receive these inspired
words of Paul as I read his Letter to the Romans. Show me how to meditate on
these words each day so that they lead me to prayer. Through the work of the
Holy Spirit, stir up in me a desire to respond to these words and allow them to
transform my life. Keep me faithful these weeks to the challenges of study and
prayer that your word offers to me.
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3. You may want to ask the participants to introduce themselves and tell the
group a bit about themselves.
4. Ask one or more of these introductory questions:
• What drew you to join this group?
• What is your biggest fear in beginning this Bible study?
• How is beginning this study like a “threshold” for you?

5. You may want to pray this prayer as a group:
Come upon us, Holy Spirit, to enlighten and guide us as we begin this study of
Paul’s Letter to the Romans. You inspired the authors of Scripture to reveal your
presence throughout the history of salvation. This inspired word has the power
to convert our hearts and change our lives. Fill our hearts with desire, trust, and
confidence as you shine the light of your truth within us. Motivate us to read the
Scriptures and give us a deeper love for God’s word each day. Bless us during
this session and throughout the coming week with the fire of your love.

6. Read the Introduction aloud, pausing at each question for discussion.
Group members may wish to write the insights of the group as each
question is discussed. Encourage several members of the group to
respond to each question.
7. Don’t feel compelled to finish the complete Introduction during the
session. It is better to allow sufficient time to talk about the questions
raised than to rush to the end. Group members may read any remaining
sections on their own after the group meeting.
8. Instruct group members to read the first six lessons on their own during the
six days before the next group meeting. They should write out their own
answers to the questions as preparation for next week’s group discussion.

9. Fill in the date for each group meeting under “Schedule for Group Study.”
10. Conclude by praying aloud together the prayer at the end of the
Introduction.
13
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ROMANS 1:16

Paul Addresses God’s
Beloved in Rome

ROMANS 1:1–17 1Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart

for the gospel of God, 2which he promised beforehand through his prophets in the
holy scriptures, 3the gospel concerning his Son, who was descended from David
according to the flesh 4and was declared to be Son of God with power according to the spirit of holiness by resurrection from the dead, Jesus Christ our Lord,
5
through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith among all the Gentiles for the sake of his name, 6including yourselves
who are called to belong to Jesus Christ,
7
To all God’s beloved in Rome, who are called to be saints:
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
8
First, I thank my God through Jesus Christ for all of you, because your faith
is proclaimed throughout the world. 9For God, whom I serve with my spirit by
announcing the gospel of his Son, is my witness that without ceasing I remember you always in my prayers, 10asking that by God’s will I may somehow at last
succeed in coming to you. 11For I am longing to see you so that I may share with
you some spiritual gift to strengthen you—12or rather so that we may be mutually
encouraged by each other’s faith, both yours and mine. 13I want you to know, brothers and sisters, that I have often intended to come to you (but thus far have been
prevented), in order that I may reap some harvest among you as I have among the
14
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rest of the Gentiles. 14I am a debtor both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the
wise and to the foolish 15—hence my eagerness to proclaim the gospel to you also
who are in Rome.
16
For I am not ashamed of the gospel; it is the power of God for salvation to
everyone who has faith, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. 17For in it the righteousness of God is revealed through faith for faith; as it is written, “The one who
is righteous will live by faith.”

P

aul’s introduction of himself to his recipients is considerably expanded
in comparison with his other letters (verses 1–6). Because he wants to
make a favorable first impression on a community he has never visited,
he presents his credentials as an apostle with a worldwide commission to
proclaim the gospel of Jesus Christ. Calling himself a “servant,” he aligns himself with other servants of the Lord—Moses, Joshua, David, and the prophets—inserting himself into the biblical history of salvation. Calling himself an
“apostle,” he aligns himself with the Twelve, who were personally called and
sent by Christ, and called to be the foundation of his church. Designated both
servant and apostle, Paul was “set apart” by God at his conversion to dedicate
his life to the “gospel,” Paul’s one-word summary of God’s act of salvation
in Christ.
This gospel had been “promised beforehand” by God “through his prophets in the holy scriptures” (verse 2). The good news of Jesus Christ is the
goal of Israel’s long history as described in the sacred texts of God’s people.
The prophets have communicated God’s promise of a final liberation, and
now God has spoken his last word, “the gospel concerning his Son.” He was
revealed as Son of God in two stages (verses 3–4). According to his human
nature, he was born from the royal house of David, the Messiah promised
to Israel. According to the Holy Spirit, he was declared as Son of God with
power through his resurrection. As descendant of David, Jesus was Son of
God in humility and suffering; as Son of God in power, he entered his role as
the exalted Lord. In his earthly ministry, he was God’s suffering servant; in his
heavenly reign, he is the glorious Lord Jesus Christ. From him, Paul has been
commissioned to bring about “the obedience of faith” among the Gentiles
(verse 5). Paul’s description of his calling—producing the obedience of
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faith—underlines his conviction that faith in the Lord involves commitment
and personal engagement, a calling to “belong to Jesus Christ” (verse 6).
Paul praises the Christians in Rome for their faith, testifying that the quality of their faith is an inspiration for the communities scattered across the
Greco-Roman world (verse 8). Although Paul can take no credit for their
fame, they have been close to his heart, and he has felt a long-standing sense
of responsibility for them. For many years, he has drawn them and his desire
to visit them into his constant prayer. Paul expresses his reasons for wanting
to come to Rome in several purpose statements, which really only present
one motive: “to share with you some spiritual gift” (verse 11), “to reap some
harvest among you” (verse 13), and “to proclaim the gospel to you” (verse
15). Paul wants to serve Christ through the ministry entrusted to him.
Paul begins to announce the message of his letter by calling his listeners to
reflect on the gospel that he proudly proclaims (verse 16). He describes the
gospel as “the power of God for salvation,” a force that God has unleashed
into the world, enabling human beings to experience salvation in a new and
decisive way. This salvation is now universal, available to “everyone who has
faith.” The human response to God’s offer of salvation is faith, a committed
loyalty to the gospel and allegiance to Jesus the Lord. This universal salvation is offered “to the Jew first and also to the Greek.” The Jew is mentioned
first so that all people will remember that God’s gracious gift belongs to the
Jewish heritage. What God revealed in Israel’s Messiah was first manifested
to the Jewish people, and all other people are invited now to share in it. But in
every case, for both Jews and Greeks, salvation is a result of God’s grace and
accepted through faith.
The gospel reveals the “righteousness of God” (verse 17). This divine attribute is often used to describe God in the Old Testament, designating God’s
just and saving quality. God manifests this righteousness through his fidelity to the covenant. Saving his people and being faithful to his promises are
manifestations of God’s righteousness. Paul demonstrates that God’s fidelity
to the covenant is demonstrated most completely in the saving acts of God’s
Son—predicted by the prophets, manifested on the cross, and continually
made effective in the preaching of the gospel. He emphasizes the centrality of
faith for salvation by insisting that God’s righteousness is revealed “through
faith for faith.” In this memorable phrase, Paul intends to say that faith is the
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means by which a person shares in salvation and that bringing people to
faith is the purpose of God’s plan. Finally, Paul’s quotation from the prophet
Habakkuk, “The one who is righteous will live by faith,” previews the thought
he will develop throughout the letter: the way to justification, salvation, and
the fullness of life is through faith—understood as trust, commitment, and
loyalty to God in Jesus Christ.

Reflection and Discussion

• What do the words in verse 7 indicate about how God views me?

• Paul’s term “the obedience of faith” shows that in his understanding there
is no separation between faith and obedience, believing and doing. How
does this deepen my understanding of salvation through faith?

• What are some of the reasons Paul desires to visit Rome? What are some
ways I could begin to evangelize in my own environment?

Prayer

Lord Jesus Christ, I pray for the church to which I belong and for the church of
Rome today. Since you have led me to belong to you through the power at work in
the gospel, continue to strengthen my faith, and help me to be encouraged by the
faith of your people.
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