
PAUL’S LETTER TO THE ROMANS: AN INTRODUCTION 
Text: Romans 1:1,7,16,17;3:21-24;5:1,2;8:35-39;12:1,2;15:13 
 
The Apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans is the premier document of Christian 
truth. What the Constitution is to the United States, the letter of Romans is to 
believers in Jesus Christ. Anyone who hopes to grow deeply in his or her 
understanding of God’s Word must ultimately anchor his or her mind in the letter 
to the Romans.  
 
Every serious Bible teacher I know loves to guide people on the journey that takes 
people through the 16 chapters of the letter. As a matter of fact, some 
Pastor/Teachers have shaped their entire ministry on Paul’s letter to the Romans. 
Back in 1927 when Dr. Donald Gray Barnhouse became the Senior Pastor of the 
Tenth Presbyterian Church in Philadelphia, he wanted to establish his 
congregation on the truth so, not surprisingly, he began in Romans. For 3.5 years 
he taught the book to his people. Just in case you are wondering, that isn’t the 
record. Dr. Martyn Lloyd-Jones preached the book to his congregation at 
Westminster Chapel from 1955 to 1968. That is 13 years! Incidentally, Dr. Lloyd-
Jones published an exposition of Romans in 14 volumes. 
 
Listen to Barnhouse’s words about Paul’s letter to the Romans. 
 

“My first Sunday in that pulpit found me giving an exposition of the 
first verse of the epistle. The second Sunday I started with the second 
verse. And as I did not finish by the time it was necessary to 
pronounce the benediction, I said as I had when I had been teaching 
history in the university, we will suspend our study at this point and 
will begin from here in our next meeting together. For three and one 
half years I never took a text outside of the epistle to the Romans. I 
saw the church transformed. The audience filled the pews and then 
the galleries. And the work went on with great blessing. But just as 
important as the transformation of the church, there was the 
transformation of the preacher. The disciplined necessity of treating 
every verse in an entire epistle formed habits of study that organized 
the mind of the preacher for the whole of his task.” 
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I say without hesitation that if you will allow the truth of the letter to the Romans 
to find its way deeply into your soul, you will never be the same. It will equip you 
for whatever the Lord has called you to do. It will help you know how to live and it 
will give you courage in knowing how to die. It will equip you for life’s heartaches 
and it will keep you stable when things are going well. 
 
The letter to the Romans is the absolute bedrock of Christian truth. Ignited by the 
spirit of God, it will transform you and me. Because our journey through the letter 
will neither be brief nor easy I encourage you to concentrate and to do what 
many people in this post-Christian era do not enjoy doing: think. You will at times 
be intimidated and you will occasionally be confused. That’s all par for the course. 
You will find yourself scratching your head one moment and wanting to leap from 
your seat with excitement in another. You will see a truth and you will wonder 
how in the world that squares with what you have been taught. On other 
occasions you will see a truth and it will underscore what you have believed for 
much of your Christian life. Warning: be ready for change. 
  
J. Sidlow Baxter called Romans “Saint Paul’s magnum opus.” John Chrysostom had 
the letter read to him once a week calling it “the cathedral of the Christian faith.” 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the great poet, called the book “the most profound 
writing in existence is the letter to the Romans.” Martin Luther said it is the “true 
masterpiece of the New Testament.” F.F. Bruce acknowledged “very ordinary men 
and women have been affected by it too. Indeed, there is no saying of what may 
happen when people begin to study the letter to the Romans. So, let those who 
have read thus far be prepared for the consequences of reading farther. You have 
been warned.” The colorful J. Vernon McGee said “this epistle is the greatest 
document on our salvation.” William R. Newell said “Romans is the gospel.” John 
MacArthur referred to Romans as the “preeminent doctrinal work in the New 
Testament.” Charles Swindoll referred to Romans as the “believer’s constitution—
the Magna Carta.” 
 
So, as we approach our study of Paul’s life-changing letter, let’s get a handle on 
some of its basic features and consider how we might apply its principles to our 
own relationships with Christ. 
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Who wrote the letter?1 
 
No one disputes that the apostle Paul wrote the epistle (letter) to the Romans. 
Paul (Saul was Paul’s Hebrew name; Paul his Greek name) was from the tribe of 
Benjamin (Philippians 3:5) and born at about the time of Christ’s birth, in Tarsus, 
an important city (Acts 9:11; 21:39) in the Roman province of Cilicia in Asia Minor 
(modern Turkey). He was also a Roman citizen (Acts 16:37; 22:25). Paul spent 
much of his early life in Jerusalem as a student of the well-known rabbi Gamaliel 
(Acts 22:3). Like his father before him, Paul was a Pharisee (Acts 23:6). 
 
After Paul was miraculously saved while on his way to Damascus (ca. AD 33-34) to 
arrest Christians, he immediately began to preach the gospel (Acts 9:20). After 
narrowly escaping Damascus with his life (Acts 9:23-25, 2 Corinthians 11:32-33), 
Paul spent 3 years in the desert south and east of the Dead Sea (Galatians 1:17-
18). While in the desert, Paul received much of his doctrine as direct revelation 
from the Lord (Galatians 1:11-12). 
 
More than any other individual, Paul was responsible for spreading the gospel 
throughout the Roman Empire. He made 3 missionary journeys through much of 
the Mediterranean world except Africa, tirelessly preaching the gospel. After Paul 
returned to Jerusalem at the end of his 3rd missionary journey, he was falsely 
accused by some Jews (Acts 21:27-29), beaten by an angry mob (Acts 21:30-31), 
and arrested by the Romans. Although Roman authorities, including Felix, Festus, 
and Herod Agrippa II, failed to find him guilty of any crime, pressure from the 
Jewish leaders kept Paul in Roman custody. After 2 years, Paul exercised his right 
as a Roman citizen and appealed his case to Caesar (Nero). Through a harrowing 
trip (Acts 27-28), including a violent storm at sea that culminated in a shipwreck, 
Paul finally reached Rome. Eventually Paul was released for a brief time but was 
later arrested again. Paul was martyred in Rome in ca. AD 65-67 (2 Timothy 4:6). 
 
Who were the original recipients of the letter? 
 
Paul wrote the book of Romans to the believers in the church in Rome (Romans 
1:7, 11-13), the capital of the Roman Empire. Unlike Paul’s other letters (e.g., 1 
and 2 Corinthians, Galatians), he did not write to the believers in Rome to correct 
their bad theology or rebuke unGodly living. Apparently, the church in Rome was 

                                                           
1Most of this material about Paul was taken from MacArther (2006). 
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doctrinally sound, but, like all churches, it was in need of the rich doctrinal and 
practical instruction this letter provides. 
 
When was the letter written? 
 
The apostle Paul wrote to the Romans from the Greek city of Corinth in AD 57, 
just 3 years after the 16-year-old Nero ascended to the throne as Emperor of 
Rome. The political situation in the capital had not yet deteriorated for the Roman 
Christians, as Nero wouldn’t begin his persecution of them until he made them 
scapegoats after the great fire in Rome in AD 64. Therefore, Paul wrote to a 
church that was experiencing a time of relative peace, but a church that he felt 
needed a strong dose of basic gospel doctrine. 
 
Writing from Corinth, Paul likely encountered a diverse array of people and 
practices—from gruff sailors and meticulous tradesmen to wealthy idolaters and 
enslaved Christians. The prominent Greek city was also a hotbed of sexual 
immorality and idol worship. So when Paul wrote in Romans about the sinfulness 
of humanity or the power of God’s grace to miraculously and completely change 
lives, he knew what he was talking about. It was played out before his eyes every 
day. 
 
What is the purpose of the letter? 
 
The letter to the Romans stands as the clearest and most systematic presentation 
of Christian doctrine in all the Scriptures. Paul began by discussing that which is 
most easily observable in the world—the sinfulness of all humanity. All people 
have been condemned due to our rebellion against God. However, God in His 
grace offers us justification by faith in His Son, Jesus Christ. When we are justified 
by God, we receive redemption—salvation—because Christ’s blood covers our 
sin. But Paul made it clear that the believer’s pursuit of God doesn’t stop with 
salvation; it continues as each of us is sanctified—made holy—as we persist in 
following Him. Paul’s treatment of these issues offers a logical and complete 
presentation of how a person can be saved from the penalty and power of his or 
her sin. 

In chapters 1-8, Paul explains the fundamentals and foundations of the Christian 
faith. This is the Gospel Message, which all believers are commanded to share 
with the entire world. Some of the most popular and precious memorization 
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passages about Salvation can be found in the first several chapters of Romans, 
including 6:23—“For the wages of sin is death; but the gift of God is eternal life 

through Jesus Christ our Lord.” Paul teaches about the sinful nature of all men in 
the eyes of God, justification by faith in Jesus Christ, freedom from sin, and victory 
in Christ. 

Chapters 9-11, Paul explains God’s sovereignty over salvation. He also spells out 
how an individual may come into a right relationship with God, including 10:9-
10—"That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in 

thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved. For with 

the heart man believeth unto righteousness; and with the mouth confession is 

made unto salvation." Place your faith and trust only in what Jesus Christ has 
already done on the cross and make Him the Master of your life and trust He 
raised Himself from the grave conquering death. His promise is "thou shalt be 

saved''. 

In chapters 12-16, Paul gives instructions for all Christians about how to live a holy 
lifestyle. In 12:1-2 he writes, “I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of 

God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice,” and “be ye not conformed to 

this world.” Much of the errors and trials that Paul dealt with in his “Epistles”, 
were because the believers had conformed their lives to the world and not to 
God. 

What is the meaning of the letter? 
 
The primary theme running through Paul’s letter to the Romans is the revelation 
of God’s righteousness in His plan for salvation, what the Bible calls the gospel: 
 

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power of 

God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to the Jew first, and 

also to the Greek. For therein is the righteousness of God revealed 

from faith to faith: as it is written, the just shall live by faith.” 
(Romans 1:16–17) 

 
Application 
 
The structure of Romans provides a hint into the importance of the book in our 
everyday lives. Beginning with 11 chapters of doctrine, the book then transitions 
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into 5 chapters of practical instruction. This union between doctrine and life 
illustrates for Believers the absolute importance of both what we believe and how 
we live out those beliefs. Does your day-to-day life mirror the beliefs you hold, or 
do you find yourself in a constant battle with hypocrisy? Take heed of the 
doctrine you find within the pages of Romans, but don’t forget to put it into 
practice as well. 
 
Think about it 
 
When and where did you first hear the gospel—the good news that Jesus loves 
you and died for your sins? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is so “good” about this good news of the gospel? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Does your day-to-day life mirror the beliefs you hold, or do you find yourself in a 
constant battle with hypocrisy? 
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