
The event that split history into “before” and “after” and changed the world took place about thirty years before 
Paul wrote this letter. The event - the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus - took place in a remote corner of 
the extensive Roman Empire. The province of Judea in Palestine. Hardly anyone noticed, certainly no one in 
busy and powerful Rome.

And when this letter arrived in Rome, hardly anyone read it, certainly no one of influence. There was much to 
read in Rome - imperial decrees, exquisite poetry, finely crafted moral philosophy - and much of it was world-
class. And yet in no time, as such things go, this letter left all those other writings in the dust. Paul's letter to the 
Romans has had a far larger impact on its readers than the volumes of all the Roman writers put together.

The quick rise of this letter to a peak of influence is extraordinary, written as it was by an obscure Roman 
citizen without connections. But when we read it for ourselves, we begin to realize that it is the letter itself that 
is truly extraordinary, and that no obscurity in writer or readers could have kept it obscure for long.

The letter to the Romans is a piece of exuberant and passionate thinking. This is the glorious life of the mind 
enlisted in the service of God. Paul takes the well-witnessed and devoutly believed fact of the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth and thinks through its implications. How does it happen that in the death and 
resurrection of Jesus, world history took a new direction, and at the same moment the life of every man, 
woman, and child on the planet was eternally affected? What is God up to? What does it mean that Jesus 
“saves”? What's behind all this, and where is it going?

These are the questions that drive Paul's thinking. Paul's mind is supple and capacious. He takes logic and 
argument, poetry and imagination, Scripture and prayer, creation and history and experience, and weaves 
them into this letter that has become the premier document of Christian theology.

Commentary on Romans from The Bible Project:
• https://thebibleproject.com/videos/romans-1-4/
• https://thebibleproject.com/videos/romans-5-16/

Commentary on themes in Romans from The Bible Project:
• Holiness: https://thebibleproject.com/videos/holiness/
• The Law: https://thebibleproject.com/videos/law/
• Sacrifice and Atonement: https://thebibleproject.com/videos/sacrifice-and-atonement/
• Covenants: https://thebibleproject.com/videos/covenants/

Overview of Romans from bible.org:
• https://bible.org/seriespage/56-romans

Commentary on Romans 4 from bible.org:
• https://bible.org/seriespage/7-abraham-faith-our-father-romans-327-425
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READ Romans 4
(The following discussion questions are adapted from The Serendipity Bible)

Opening
• When you were growing up, what chores were you expected to do around the house? Did your parents pay 

you? 
• What is the biggest scam or junk mail offer you have fallen for - that promised something for nothing?
• As a class, look back at Genesis 12-25 and retell Abraham’s story. What are the highlights? What are the 

low points? How did Abraham do as the “founding father” of the faith of Yahweh’s people?

Digging in — Discovering the Word
• On the surface, what “qualifications” would seem to make Abraham an example of righteousness? 

According to Paul, what really made Abraham righteous?  
• What is the difference between a wage and a gift? What makes a gift special? 
• In what way is Abraham a spiritual father to us? In what family legacy can we share? 
• What do you learn about faith from the example in verses 18-22? How would you feel in Abraham’s place? 
• How would you sum up the Gospel from verses 23-25?  
• In some religions, forgiveness or grace as a free gift is a foreign concept. You “earn” your way to heaven by 

doing good deeds. What would have happened to Christianity if Paul had given in on the issue of 
circumcision? 

Connecting the Dots — Applying the Word
• On a scale of 1 (mustard seed) to 10 (mountain moving), how would you rate your faith?  
• What does it matter to you - practically or emotionally - whether a right relationship with God is a gift or to 

be received or a prize to be earned? 
• Reflect on the description of God in v 17: “the God who gives life to the dead and calls into being things 

that were not.” How has God “called into being things that were not” in your life?
• In what area of your life do you need to take a lesson from Abraham and focus not on “working” but on 

“believing”?   
• Each of us has the opportunity to be a “founding parent” of greater faith in our families and other groups 

where we have influence. What are you doing to establish a faith of your own that can be an example to 
others to look to for encouragement and direction?


