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How to Make the Best Use 
of This Teaching Guide

Leading a class in studying the Bible is a sacred trust. This Teaching Guide 
has been prepared to help you as you give your best to this important task.

In each lesson, you will find first “Bible Comments” for teachers, to 
aid you in your study and preparation. The three sections of “Bible Com-
ments” are “Understanding the Context,” “Interpreting the Scriptures,” and 
“Focusing on the Meaning.” “Understanding the Context” provides a sum-
mary overview of the entire background passage that also sets the passage 
in the context of the Bible book being studied. “Interpreting the Scriptures” 
provides verse-by-verse comments on the focal passage. “Focusing on the 
Meaning” offers help with the meaning and application of the focal text. 

The second main part of each lesson is “Teaching Plans.” You’ll find two 
complete teaching plans in this section. The first is called the “Discovery 
Plan,” which emphasizes discovery learning techniques; and the second is 
called the “Discussion Plan,” which provides questions and suggestions for 
dialogue about the Scriptures. Choose the plan that best fits your class and 
your style of teaching. You may also use and adapt ideas from both. Each 
plan is intended to be practical, helpful, and immediately useful as you pre-
pare to teach.

The major headings in each teaching plan are intended to help you 
sequence how you teach so as to follow the flow of how people tend to learn. 
The first major heading, “Connect with Life,” provides ideas that will help 
you begin the class session where your class is and draw your class into the 
study. The second major heading, “Guide Bible Study,” offers suggestions 
for helping your class engage the Scriptures actively and develop a greater 
understanding of this portion of the Bible’s message. The third major head-
ing, “Encourage Application,” is meant to help participants focus on how to 
respond with their lives to this message.
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As you begin the study with your class, be sure to find a way to help your 
class know the date on which each lesson will be studied. You might use one 
or more of the following methods:

•	 In the first session of the study, brief ly overview the study by 
identifying for your class the date on which each lesson will be studied. 
Lead your class to write the date in the table of contents in their Study 
Guides and on the first page of each lesson.

•	 Make and post a chart that indicates the date on which each lesson 
will be studied.

•	 If all of your class has e-mail, send them an e-mail with the dates the 
lessons will be studied.

•	 Provide a bookmark with the lesson dates. You may want to include 
information about your church and then use the bookmark as an 
outreach tool, too. A model for a bookmark can be downloaded from 
www.gc2press.org under the “Teacher Helps” tab.

•	 Develop a sticker with the lesson dates and place it on the table of 
contents or on the back cover.

Here are some steps you can take to help you prepare well to teach each 
lesson and save time in doing so:

1.	 Start early in the week before your class meets.

2.	 If your church’s adult Bible study teachers meet for lesson overview and 
preparation, plan to participate. If your church’s adult Bible study teach-
ers don’t have this planning time now, look for ways to begin. You, your 
fellow teachers, and your church will benefit from this mutual encour-
agement and preparation.

3.	 Overview the study in the Study Guide. Look at the table of contents 
and see where this lesson fits in the overall study. Then read or review 
the study introduction to the book that is being studied.

4.	 Consider carefully the suggested Main Idea, Question to Explore, and 
Teaching Aim. These can help you discover the main thrust of this par-
ticular lesson.

5.	 Use your Bible to read and consider prayerfully the Scripture passages 
for the lesson. Using your Bible in your study and in the class session 
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can provide a positive model to class members to use their own Bibles 
and give more attention to Bible study themselves. (Each writer of the 
Bible comments in both the Teaching Guide and the Study Guide has 
chosen a favorite translation. You’re free to use the Bible translation you 
prefer and compare it with the translations chosen, of course.)

6.	 After reading all the Scripture passages in your Bible, then read the 
Bible Comments in the Study Guide. The Bible comments are intended 
to be an aid to your study of the Bible. Read also the small articles—
“sidebars”—in each lesson. They are intended to provide additional, 
enrichment information and inspiration and to encourage thought and 
application. Try to answer for yourself the questions included in each 
lesson. They’re intended to encourage further thought and application, 
and you can also use them in the class session itself. Continue your Bible 
study with the aid of the Bible comments included in this Teaching Guide.

7.	 Review the “Teaching Plans” in this Teaching Guide. Consider how these 
suggestions would help you teach this Bible passage in your class to 
accomplish the teaching aim.

8.	 Consider prayerfully the needs of your class and think about how to 
teach so you can help your class learn best.

9.	 Develop and follow a lesson plan based on the suggestions in this 
Teaching Guide, with alterations as needed for your class.

10.	 10.	 Enjoy leading your class in discovering the meaning of the Scripture 
passages and in applying these passages to their lives.

Teaching Resource Items. These items are available for download for use 
in your class. These are available for $20 at www.gc2press.org. Watch for 
them in the teaching plans for each lesson. These items are selected from the 
teaching plans. They are provided online to make lesson preparation easier 
for handouts and similar items. Permission is granted to download these 
teaching resource items, print them out, and copy them as needed for all 
classes within your church.

Premium Commentary. Plan to get the additional in-depth Bible Study 
comments available online. Visit our website, call 1–866–249–1799, or email 
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gc2press@txb.org to order the Premium Commentary. It is available for 
$30 in electronic format (PDF) from our website. Permission is granted to 
download this commentary, print it, and copy them as needed for all classes 
within your church.
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lesson 1

FOCAL TEXT

Romans 1:14–17
BACKGROUND

Romans 1:1–17

A Longing 
Apostle and 
the Powerful 
Gospel

MAIN IDEA

The gospel is good news for all people.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How has the gospel changed my life?

TEACHING AIM

To lead participants to explore the 
transformational nature of the gospel 
for first-century and 21-st century 
people

BIBLE
TEACHING 

GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Unwanted communication floods our lives, from junk mail to e-newsletters, 
many of which we discard without opening. Yet many of us have desk draw-
ers filled with letters that mean the world to us, whether letters of accep-
tance, encouragement, or love from someone we hold in the highest esteem. 
Countless Christians, from the famous to the ordinary, treasure a letter from 
an itinerant missionary named Paul, written to a church in the belly of the 
Roman Empire. Many Christians of a certain age were led along a path of 
Bible verses from Romans to professing faith in Jesus (the “Romans Road”). 
But how does this famous letter begin, and what is its core message?

In our passage today, Paul gave us a quick orientation to the contents of 
the entire letter. He told us about himself, a lowly servant enlisted to serve 
as Christ’s ambassador (1:1). In the first full sentence of the letter, Paul un-
veiled the lively reason for writing the letter—the “gospel” or “good news” 
about Jesus, who is both a human descendant of King David and the risen 
Son of God (1:2–4). Paul was a personal recipient of the gospel forgiveness 
Jesus had lavished on him, and he was also its tireless advertiser (1:5–6). 

Paul’s job as an apostle could cause him to feel isolated, especially since 
he often ended up in prison. But Paul saw himself, not as a soloist but as a 
blessed participant in a great gospel “choir” of Christians and churches all 
over the world. He regularly thanks God for them and intercedes on their 
behalf. Paul’s great prayer was that this particular church in Rome might con-
tinue to live out their faith in Jesus and that Paul might personally meet and 
minister to them (1:8–12) and to other churches in largely Gentile regions 
(1:13). 
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Paul’s desire to visit Rome was greater than merely a longing for fellowship 
(as important as that is). No, Paul had a holy agenda in mind. His agenda is 
captured by the vital word “gospel.” What comes to mind when you hear the 
word gospel? Perhaps your first mental image is of a style of southern Chris-
tian music, or a tent filled with old-fashioned preaching and songs like “I’ll 
Fly Away.” Those images may be related to the gospel, but Paul had in mind 
something deeper. He spelled this out in verses 14–17.

The Gospel Is a Joyful Obligation (1:14–15)

1:14. First, Paul spoke of the gospel as a “debt” or obligation, to “Greeks and 
non-Greeks” (which, when you think of it, includes everybody!). The com-
mentator John Stott once said that there are two ways to get into debt. One 
is to borrow money from someone and be obligated to pay them back. The 
second is to borrow money for a third party— Person A gives you money to 
give to Person B. Paul could never repay the debt of salvation he owed to 
Jesus, nor could we. But Paul had in mind the second type of indebtedness 
here. God had entrusted him with life-changing good news, and Paul dared 
not keep it in his pocket. God enlisted Paul to share it with all people, wheth-
er “wise or foolish.” As far as Paul was concerned, the gospel is for everyone.

1:15. Paul did not resent this obligation. On the contrary, he was “eager” to 
continue to share this treasure of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection with 
others. A literal reading of verse 15 suggests that Paul was using the word for 
“gospel” as a verb—as if to say, “I long to gospel you in Rome.” Paul had spent 
much time sharing the good news in Asia, but he was eager to push west to-
ward Europe, including Rome and even Spain, since it had always been Paul’s 
dream to “preach the gospel where Christ was not known” (Romans 15:20).

The Gospel Is Dynamite (1:16)

If chapter 1 of Romans were a song, we would hear a crescendo when we ar-
rived in verse 16! Paul dramatically announced the theme for the entire letter. 
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Oddly, Paul declared that he was “not ashamed” of the gospel. If I said, “I am 
not ashamed of my friend,” or say my church or my child,  that would seem 
to be a less-than-enthusiastic endorsement! We should read Paul’s wording 
in light of his context—Paul knew that some of his listeners, whether Jew or 
Gentile, thought the whole notion of a crucified Savior foolish, embarrassing, 
and impossible to grasp (see 1 Corinthians 1:18–25). 

However, Paul endorsed the gospel because he had seen its explosive 
“power” in his life and the lives of so many (the root Greek word for “power” 
gives us our English word “dynamite”). The Word of God, Scripture says, is 
incendiary like a fire (Jeremiah 23:29), piercing like a sword (Ephesians 6:17; 
Hebrews 4:12), and the source of “dead” souls coming alive (Ezekiel 37:7). 
The gospel demonstrates its power by piercing spiritual darkness, bringing 
the fiery purging of sin, and bringing dead sinners to a living salvation in 
Christ. We should never characterize gospel preaching as a mere collage of 
propositions and ideas. The gospel does things! The gospel turned the greedy 
cheat Zacchaeus into a philanthropist (Luke 19:1–10). The gospel turned 
Paul’s heart from persecuting Christ’s church to proclaiming Christ’s resur-
rection power.

The Gospel Is a Window (1:17)

Paul continued to expand on this powerful gospel. The gospel, Paul intimat-
ed, provides a window into one of the Bible’s most elusive and sought-af-
ter gifts: righteousness. Most importantly, the gospel displays the righteous 
character and activity of God the Father. This God who created the world and 
created a covenant people has not abandoned us in our desperate and sinful 
situation. By sending us His Son and filling us with His Spirit, our righteous 
God has clothed us with a righteousness we do not deserve and could never 
earn. The only way we participate in this transformation is through simple 
faith, what the NIV calls “faith from first to last.” Salvation begins when we 
place our simple trust in Jesus, and the life of the saved proceeds day to day 
by faith. This was true in the day of Habakkuk, who proclaimed “the righ-
teous person will live by his faithfulness” (Habakkuk 2:4). Like that prophet, 
we will face painful suffering and confusing setbacks in this life. Neverthe-
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less, as we continue to place our faith in Jesus, we know we will stand on 
God’s grace throughout this life, until we stand forever with Jesus. Faith in 
the beginning, faith each day after the first day, until that day, as the hymn 
writer puts it, “faith shall become sight.”

Focusing on the Meaning

Today, we begin to read a long epistle, sixteen chapters worth. This journey 
will thrill us and challenge us. But we don’t have to read beyond the first 17 
verses to comprehend the essence of this letter. This is a letter about the gos-
pel, the good news of Christ’s gift of salvation, new life, and eternal life to all 
of us who place our simple faith in Him. I wonder if sometimes it is easy for 
this “good news” to become “old news” for the Christian? “Yes, yes,” we say 
in our hidden thoughts, “I’m grateful for the gospel, but I took care of that 
salvation-stuff years ago. What is the word in Romans 1 for me today?” 

The old news is the good news is today’s news. The faith that started 
us on this journey of the Christian life is called forth today. The power that 
turned us from Christ’s enemy to God’s redeemed continues to operate on 
our hearts and minds today. 

I love the story often told about a 19th-century Welsh preacher named 
John Hutton and the miner he knew, a former alcoholic. The miner’s drink-
ing had bankrupted the household, pawning possessions to buy the drink he 
could not afford. His reckless actions had seriously harmed his family, yet his 
conversion to Christ sent the trajectory of his life in a sober and joyful direc-
tion. The man’s old drinking buddies used to tease him about his newfound 
faith. “You don’t believe all that stuff about Jesus and His miracles, like turn-
ing water into wine?” The miner did not profess to know everything there is 
to know about the ways and means of Jesus. But he said, “I do know this: in 
my house, Jesus has turned beer into furniture.” 

Countless Christians testify to similar, powerful gospel transformations. 
Jesus trades fear for courage, sorrow for joy, selfishness for self-sacrifice. 
The gospel continues to speak to us on hard days filled with pain and even 
doubt—we belong to Jesus, and He has given Himself for us. This same good 
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news also causes us to look around us and ask: Whom am I obligated to share 
this treasure with? 
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Before the group meets, make a paper copy of the sample Promissory 
Note document. Ask participants, When a person borrows money to pur-
chase a house or a car, what kinds of things does the lender usually require? 
Allow a few moments of discussion about things like a down payment 
or a credit check, etc. Then hold up the copy of the sample Promissory 
Note and point out that the borrower usually has to sign a paper in 
which he or she acknowledges they are responsible for paying back to 
the lender the amount borrowed, along with interest. The borrower has 
incurred a debt that he or she is under an obligation to pay back. (A copy 
of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this 
study at www.gc2press.org.)

2.		  Call on a class member to read Romans 1:14 aloud to the class. As the 
verse is read, write Greeks and non-Greeks, Wise and Foolish on your 
markerboard. Point out that Paul used an expression that suggests he 
was in debt to these groups. Help participants see the contrast between 
Greeks those considered cultured and non-Greeks those who didn’t fol-
low Greek culture and between the wise or those highly educated and 
the unwise or the illiterate. Explain that this week’s lesson will explore 
why Paul felt in debt to these diverse groups and what he intended to do 
about his debt.

Guide Bible Study

3.		  Direct everyone to turn to Acts 26 and silently read verses 15–18, look-
ing for the source of Paul’s commission and debt. After they have time 
to read, point out that this was Paul’s personal testimony given to King 
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Agrippa about his encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus. Ask 
participants to share what they understand Paul said was his obligation 
to bring the good news about Jesus to everyone.

4.		  Ask participants to read silently Romans 1:15, then partner with one 
or two others sitting near them to identify what they consider to be the 
important words in the sentence, and what those words say about Paul’s 
plans. 

5.		  Allow groups a couple of minutes, then call for a representative to share 
what they consider to be one of the words they identified and explain 
why they thought it was important. Ask if other groups selected the 
same word and why they thought it was important. Then call on anoth-
er group to share one of their words. Continue the process until every-
one has had the opportunity to share. Help all to see Paul’s passionate 
desire to fulfill his mission to Rome.

6.		  Ask participants to notice which word appears in verses 15 and 16, 
“gospel.” Using content from the Study Guide and the Teaching Guide 
Bible Comments help participants see the breadth of what Paul meant 
by “gospel.” 

7.		  Have participants read verses 16–17 to identify why Paul considered 
the “gospel” to be such a crucial focal point for his proclamation. Ask 
participants to share what they understand to be the reason Paul gave 
for his being “unashamed” of the gospel. 

8.		  Help participants see the strong link between what Paul identified as 
“gospel” and “righteousness” or being right before God and “faith.” 
Apart from faith, a person can never experience being right before God. 
The good news, “gospel,” is that people can experience God’s righteous-
ness by faith.  
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Encourage Application

9.		  Ask a member to read verses Romans 1:11–13 aloud to the class while 
everyone listens for the reasons Paul gave for his desire to go to Rome. 
Help them realize how much Paul wanted to share the gospel in Rome. 

10.		  Have participants reflect on how strong their desire is to share the good 
news about Jesus with others. Lead the group in prayer, asking God to 
strengthen class participants’ desire to be more like Paul in sharing the 
gospel with the people they encounter in the coming week.  

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Ask participants to list various kinds of obligations people may incur in 
their life. As they call them out, list them on your marker board. Discuss 
the level of obligation incurred by the various suggestions. Ask, Do some 
have financial penalties? 

2.		  Have everyone read Romans 1:14 looking for what Paul considered to be 
his obligation. Discuss the range of people reflected by the expressions 
Greeks and non-Greeks, wise and foolish and why Paul felt obligated to 
them.

Guide Bible Study

3.		  Call on a member to read aloud Romans 1:15. As the verse is being read, 
write on your markerboard eager to preach the gospel in Rome. Discuss 
the relationship between Paul’s obligation described in verse 14, and 
his eagerness mentioned here in verse 15. (A copy of this assignment is 
available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.
org.)
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4.		  Read aloud the first phrase of verse 16, “I am not ashamed of the gos-
pel.” Ask participants to list some things that might cause a person to 
be ashamed. Now ask why “the gospel” might have caused Paul to be 
ashamed. Discuss with them some of the elements of the gospel sto-
ry that might have offended people—Jesus, a lowly carpenter, who 
became an itinerant teacher, and was finally executed by Roman cru-
cifixion, a most embarrassing punishment. None of these would have 
impressed someone hearing Paul’s preaching.

5.		  Now read aloud the second phrase of verse 16, “it is the power of God 
for salvation to everyone who believes.” Help participants understand 
Paul’s reasoning. Rather than be embarrassed by the story of Jesus’ life 
and death, Paul knew that was how God was bringing people to rela-
tionship with Himself. Trusting in Jesus’ saving work was the only way 
people could experience God’s salvation. 

6.		  Finally, read aloud the closing phrase of verse 16, “first to the Jew, then 
to the Gentile.” Use content from the Study Guide and the Teaching 
Guide Bible Comments to help participants understand God’s plan to 
bring the good news of salvation first to His people Israel, but also to 
include all humanity represented by the term “Gentile.” Point out that 
when Paul went into a new area, he would first seek out a synagogue of 
the Jews to proclaim the gospel but would ultimately share it with non-
Jews (Gentiles) as well. 

7.		  Before class, ask a member to locate Habakkuk 2:4 and be prepared to 
read it to the class when you call on them. 

Encourage Application

8.		  Have everyone read verse 17 silently to themselves, looking for two 
words that appear at least twice in the verse. After they have had time 
to read, ask which two words they identified. As they reply, write on 
your markerboard the words “righteous” and “faith.” Call on the mem-
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ber you earlier enlisted to read the Habakkuk passage. Point out that 
Paul identified an unbreakable link between faith and being right with 
God. 

9.		  Suggest that to many people, especially to first-century Jews, righ-
teousness implied doing the correct religious things—obeying the Ten 
Commandments, attending worship, making offerings, etc. While these 
are all important activities of those who are in relationship with God, 
Paul stressed the link between faith and being righteous. 

10.		  Ask participants to reflect on their lives in the past week. Have them 
evaluate how well their faith led them to live God-honoring lives. 

11.		  Close with prayer asking God to guide participants to lives of faithful 
obedience in the coming week. 

YOUTH PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Opening Moment
		  Say, Take a minute and think about the last great movie you saw or the last 

time you went to a really great restaurant. Think how excited you were to tell 
someone. When people have a great experience, people want to share that 
experience with others. 

2.		  Opening Activity
		  Have a few movie plots written down using only a few words and say 

them aloud, having the students guess what the movie is. Use these or 
make up your own. (See the “Movie Plots Game” in the “Youth Resource 
Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

			   Or have a few pictures on a piece of paper and have students give 
one-word clues to the audience to see if they can guess. You can also 
divide into teams and have them guess too. (See the “Guess Pictures 
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Game” in the “Youth Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.
org.)

3.		  After the activity, get your students’ thoughts:
•	 What was difficult or easy about trying to describe the different 

things?
•	 What was more frustrating, not being able to describe something 

properly or the other people not getting what you were describing?

4.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, The apostle Paul had the same issues when trying to talk about Jesus 

with the people at the church in Rome. Paul had once been a person who was 
against Jesus, but Paul’s life changed when he met Jesus, and now Paul was 
trying to describe what following Jesus means. 

5.		  Open with a prayer asking God to help students be excited to experi-
ence Him.

Guide Bible Study

6.		  Have a student read Romans 1:14–17. (For more background on verses 
14–17 see the Bible Comments in Lesson 1 of the Teaching Guide.)

7.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul had been hearing reports of how the people in the Roman church 

had great faith in Jesus, and how Paul really wanted to see them in person 
but was unable. Paul sent this letter to tell the church the gospel or “good 
news” about how Jesus is the One people should put their faith and trust in.

8.		  Students’ Respond. Ask the following questions:
•	 What does it mean to be “obligated?” What are some things stu-

dents are obligated to?
•	 Why was Paul was so eager to tell the church about Jesus?
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9.		  Have a student read Romans 1:16–17. Ask the following questions: (For 
more background on verses 16–17 see the Bible Comments in Lesson 1 
of the Teaching Guide.)

•	 Why do you think people could be “ashamed” or scared of telling 
others they believe in Jesus?

•	 Paul said that being able to make the right choices comes from 
FAITH in Jesus. What does the word faith mean, and how is it tied 
to the word believe? 

10.		  Say, Our One Big Point for this week is that Faith in Jesus Compels Us to 
Share Jesus. Since Paul’s life was completely changed by his faith in Jesus, 
so too are our lives changed. Paul had to tell everyone about Jesus, so too do 
we.  

11.		  Bible Activity
		  Have a stool or chair up front and have a student come forward. Offer 

the student to sit in a chair, but quietly say out loud, “I won’t pull it out 
from under you.” If the student is hesitant, reassure them that you will 
not pull it out from under them. If they sit, remember DO NOT PULL 
the chair out from under them. 

12.		  Ask the student sitting in the chair and/or the audience:
•	 Was it difficult to trust in the chair or the person? Why?

•	 How did you know that the chair was going to hold you?

•	 Why was there doubt and how much did doubt play into making 
the choice to sit?

13.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Sitting in the chair is just a small example of how faith is woven into our 

lives without us knowing. A person can see the chair with their own eyes and 
can even study everything about the chair until they know everything. But 
until they trust the chair enough to sit on it, to put their full body weight on 
it, then all that knowledge does not benefit them. This is why Paul was writ-
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ing to the church. Until the people fully trust or put their faith in Jesus, and 
the good news of Jesus, then they will miss the life God gives to them.  

Encourage Application

14.		  Say, This lesson started with talking about describing something that was 
your favorite or most memorable. But if I asked you to describe your connec-
tion to Jesus, would you be able to use as many words as possible? Or even 
get just as excited?

15.		  Ask your students to think of one person this week they could share 
the love of Jesus with. Challenge them to boldly tell one of their friends 
about their faith, even if their friend doesn’t believe in Jesus. 

16.		  Close in prayer, asking God to help the students in the room who have 
doubts about believing in Jesus and to help students have the boldness 
to share Jesus this week!

17.		  See the “Small Group Follow Up Time” and the “Take Home Lesson” 
sheets in the “Youth Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
gc2press.org.



lesson 2

FOCAL TEXT

Romans 2:5–16
BACKGROUND

Romans 1:18–2:29 

An Impartial 
God and a 
Sinful People

MAIN IDEA

All people are sinful and are account-
able to a merciful, impartial God.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How has God shown mercy to me?

TEACHING AIM

To lead participants to examine this 
section of Romans with a view to un-
derstanding more fully the pervasive-
ness of sin and the impartiality—and 
mercy—of GodBIBLE

TEACHING 
GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

Have you ever been relieved to receive a diagnosis? In graduate school, I 
helped drive a U-Haul from Rochester, New York, to Waco, Texas. Over two 
full days on the road, I got progressively sicker—a fever, then a weird bite on 
my leg, then Bell’s Palsy. My first night in Waco was spent in the hospital, 
and I was actually grateful to learn my diagnosis—Lyme’s disease. I was not 
pleased to be afflicted with a serious condition, but I was thankful for a name 
and, ultimately, for a treatment plan. 

That story runs through my mind as I read Romans 1:18–2:29. Humanity 
is desperately ill—all humanity. The sinful “symptoms” are clear. God’s wrath 
will fall on all those who ignore His creative fingerprints (“invisible quali-
ties”—1:20), His truth (1:21–23), and the worship that is due Him (1:25). 
God’s allows sinful humanity to experience the consequences of their twisted 
thinking and immoral actions, whether it be sexual sin (1:24–27) or personal 
and relational sin (1:28–31). This willful turning away from God, left untreat-
ed, can only lead to death (1:32).

Romans 2 reminds us that God’s judgment does not merely apply to the 
kinds of notorious sinners that church people normally pass judgment upon 
(2:1–3). Indeed, our judgmentalism (as well as other types of sin) has put 
us in the same boat; we too are in desperate need for the medicine of God’s 
“kindness” to lead us to “repentance” (2:4). Paul would go on to say that those 
who are puffed up with pride about their possession and knowledge of the 
Torah and the status of circumcision (2:19–27) are only fooling themselves 
(2:28–29).
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Many commentators note that Paul’s teaching in our focal passage (2:5–16) 
is bracing. His words keep us from an overly sentimental view about the im-
pact of our sin and our need for God’s grace and holiness. I predict these 
verses will not be easy to swallow, but they are vital to digest if we wish to 
understand God’s character and activity.

We Are Not Immune (2:5)

Denial is always dangerous, whether we are talking about an empty gas tank 
or ignored health concerns. But the worst kind of denial is directed toward 
eternal matters—those who are “stubborn” and whose hearts are “unrepen-
tant.” Even Christians who rightly proclaim God’s grace sometimes ignore 
God’s judgment, which the Bible assures us “will be revealed.” Those who be-
lieve their good deeds are sufficient and their sins are irrelevant badly mis-
understand God’s justice. Even Christians are not immune from God’s judg-
ment, even while we are ultimately justified by grace through faith in Jesus 
Christ. 

Fruit, Not Favoritism (2:6–11)

2:6. The consistent message of both Old and New Testaments is that our 
actions have divine reactions. The quotation in verse 6—that “God ‘will repay 
each person according to what they have done’”—can be found virtually word 
for word in Psalm 62:12 and Proverbs 24:12. The principle echoes from the 
Old Testament prophets to Jesus’ promise in Matthew 16:27 that “the Son 
of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will 
reward each person according to what they have done.”

2:7–10. Paul laid out the implications of God’s response to our sinful deeds 
in a frequent biblical structure called a “chiasm,” where Paul’s points are laid 
out in an alternating A-B-B-A structure. 

•	 “A” represents the encouraging news found in 2:7 and reprised in 
2:10—those who have (presumably) been altered by grace and the 
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influence of the Holy Spirit demonstrate this through a holy “per-
sistence” that reveals itself in the fruit of “doing good” and experi-
ence God’s “glory, honor and peace” as a result. 

•	 In the middle of the chiasm sandwich (“B”—2:8–9), those who thwart 
God and His truth and pursue “self-seeking” and evil lives will be re-
paid with “trouble and distress” in this life and God’s “wrath and an-
ger” in the life to come.

2:11. The fruit of our lives, in other words, is of utmost importance to God. 
God is not consumed with the religious jerseys we wear. Just as God was 
willing not to play favorites with Jews and Gentiles (2:9–10), “God does not 
show favoritism” toward us as well (2:11). It is sadly common for Christian 
groups to think of themselves as “God’s last hope” in this world; to the con-
trary, God is our last and only hope.

For many years, I served on the board of a wonderful gospel ministry that 
met the physical and spiritual needs of struggling people. One year, while 
standing in a very long line of volunteers, each of us waiting to receive tur-
key dinners to distribute to the needy, one of my sons mischievously asked: 
“Dad, since you’re a board member, can’t we jump to the front of the line?” 
I laughed, and I winced. How easy it is for us to think that, by virtue of our 
church background or leadership status, we possess a “speed pass” with God 
that others lack. We do not. 

Hard News, but With a Note of Hope (2:16)

The net result for Jews and Gentiles (and for the churched and unchurched) 
is there are no free passes on our moral lives, whether visible or hidden. As 
2:16 forecasts, a “day” is coming when God will judge all of us. At first blush, 
this is bad news for humans (or at the very least, scary news). But we find at 
least two ways that hope appears. 

The first is that God will judge us (including our secret lives) “through Je-
sus Christ.” Jesus the Judge is also Jesus the Savior. The One who promised 
the thief on the cross a place in Paradise (Luke 23:43) is the One who judg-
es us. Not only that, but God also has folded judgment into the good news 
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of our salvation, because judgment is presented as part of the declaration 
of the “gospel.” This beautiful gospel will unfold more and more as we trek 
through Romans, and it will only grow more beautiful. The accountability for 
sin placed upon all humans does not contradict or undo the good news, which 
Jesus accomplished when He died for all those sins on the cross.

No Free Passes (2:12–15)

2:12. Paul elaborated on this “no free pass” principle in 2:12–16. When Paul 
spoke of those “who sin apart from the law” in 2:12, he referred to the Gen-
tiles. They did not grow up with the Old Testament law of Moses. For such 
Gentiles, their moral responsibility is tied to their conscience. As 2:15 puts it, 
their sense of moral responsibility is “written on their hearts.” 

2:13. Paul expanded on the point by noting that it is not merely hearing the 
Old Testament law that makes one righteous in God’s sight. What God de-
sires is for us to digest the Word of God in such a way that obedience results. 
In a contemporary context, we might say that what matters most is not how 
many sermons we have heard, or even how many sermon notes we have tak-
en, but how our lives have changed as a result.

2:14. What this means is that the Gentiles are not immune from moral ac-
countability, just because they did not grow up with a Bible. Paul said in 2:14 
that Gentiles are “a law for themselves”—in other words, they have some 
knowledge of God embedded in their conscience that causes them to lean 
away from murder and lean toward caring for their children. Gentiles who 
grow up apart from holy teaching nevertheless possess, in other words, a 
moral instinct or reflex (whether they routinely obey this instinct). If one 
group of kids in the front of the school cafeteria line piles their plates high 
with pizza, leaving the kids in the back to go without, the cries of “no fair” 
do not depend upon citing specific Bible verses—human beings grow up with 
some instinctive sense of what is “fair” or even “righteous.” 
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2:15. Something inside all of us cries foul when moral boundaries are 
breached, and this includes our own actions, with our conscience “sometimes 
accusing” and “at other times even defending” our behavior. 

Focusing on the Meaning

When I read Romans starting from the middle of chapter 1 through the end 
of chapter 2, I have a sensation not unlike when I have taken a struggling, 
old car to my mechanic. When the mechanic has lifted the hood, hooked up 
the diagnostics, listened discerningly, and taken the car for a test drive, he 
usually comes back to me with a long list of things that are wrong. Alongside 
the list of repairs is a hefty price that includes parts, labor, and tax. I try not 
to wince, gasp, or cry when the bottom line is read out to me.

In these early chapters in Romans, the list of repairs humanity needs is 
indeed long. Our sins are public and hidden. Dark thoughts and poisoned 
attitudes produce sinful behaviors of all kinds, all of which defy the character 
and will of our holy God. And just as none of us want to live in a world where 
justice is ignored (especially when injustice has been perpetrated upon us), 
neither has God designed a world where justice for sin is ignored—judgment 
day comes for all of us. But thankfully, for those who have opened their arms 
to the gospel, judgment will not speak the final word.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Ask participants what they think when they hear the expressions “my 
truth” and “your truth.” After a few minutes, explain that among many 
people there is a growing rejection of the concept of objective, absolute 
truth in favor of describing each person’s opinion as their “truth.” 

2.		  Before the group meets, give each a copy of the excerpt of Dr. Jim Den-
nison’s article. Ask a volunteer to read Dr. Dennison’s comments to the 
group. Point out that today’s postmodern practice of denying absolute 
truth has been developing for centuries. (A copy of this assignment is 
available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.
org.) 

3.		  Using comments from the Study Guide help participants see that people 
who claim to do good most of the time by their truth or their standards, 
but reject God’s truth, still come up short of God’s standards.

Guide Bible Study

4.		  Ask participants, What is the first word of Romans 2:5 in your Bible transla-
tion? Almost all translations begin the verse with the word “but,” which 
suggests Paul was changing the emphasis of what he had been saying. 

5.		  Suggest participants read verses 3–4 and look for what Paul had said his 
readers may have been thinking. Help your participants grasp how Paul 
viewed those who lived sinful lifestyles, presuming God would overlook 
their sin, while they never considered repentance. 
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6.		  Ask participants to silently read verses 6–8, then partner with a person 
next to them to look for what Paul said God will use to evaluate the 
actions of people. After a moment, help them understand that God’s 
wrath is not His capricious anger over some perceived wrong, but it is 
His enduring opposition to sin, and the damage sin does to His most 
precious creation—human beings. 

7.		  Call on a participant to read verses 9–11 aloud while the group listens to 
hear what the different experiences in the verses are and also what the 
common thread is that runs through all three verses. 

8.		  When the reading is completed, ask for responses from the group about 
the first series of experiences. As they respond, write on the marker 
board trouble and distress then ask them to identify those who will ex-
perience trouble and distress—those who do evil. (A copy of this assign-
ment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
gc2press.org.)

9.		  Next, ask what the second experiences were. As they respond, write on 
your marker board glory, honor, and peace. Now ask who will experience 
these—those who do good. (A copy of this assignment is available in 
“Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

10.		  Finally, explain that the common thread that ran through all the verses, 
expressed in two ways, first for the Jew, then for the Gentile, then the final 
summary, God does not show favoritism. Help participants see that Paul 
was stressing that God evaluates both Jews and non-Jews by His same 
standard of righteousness. 

11.		  Direct everyone’s attention to verses 12–16. Ask a student to read the 
verses aloud. Have participants count every time the word “law” is read. 
When the reading is finished, ask how many times they heard the word 
law. Point out that a form of the word appears 11 times in the origi-
nal text. Help participants understand that Paul was writing to a mixed 
congregation of Jews and non-Jews. He wanted all to understand that 
God’s Law, written and revealed to the Jews, also guided the morality 
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of the non-Jews. They knew that murder, stealing, and lying were all 
wrong, even though they had never heard the provisions of the Mosaic 
law. 

Encourage Application

12.		  Point participants back to your original comments about relative truth. 
Ask participants how they might engage a person who claims to have 
their own truth in a conversation about how they arrived at their basis 
for their truth. What guided them in their decisions? 

13.		  Lead the group in prayer, asking God to write His Law on their hearts, 
and give them wisdom to help others see the truth of God’s Law in their 
lives as well.  

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Ask what comes to mind when participants hear the word wrath? As 
participants suggest ideas, write them on the marker board. 

2.		  Call on a member to read aloud Romans 2:5 as the rest of the group lis-
tens for references to wrath. Discuss with participants what they think 
Paul was stressing when he mentioned “storing up wrath” and “the day 
of God’s wrath.”

3.		  Suggest that in a biblical context God’s wrath is His unchanging op-
position to sin because of the damage sin does to His most precious 
creation—human beings. Explain that God is not capricious who lashes 
out in uncontrolled anger, as many view wrath from a human perspec-
tive, as described by the ideas written on your marker board.
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Guide Bible Study

4.		  Before group ask a volunteer to find and be prepared to read Ephesians 
2:8–10. Call on another volunteer to read Romans 2:6–7 aloud to the 
group. Next ask the person you previously enlisted to read Ephesians 
2:8–10. 

5.		  Discuss with the group ways to reconcile Paul’s comments about works 
in Romans 2:6 and Ephesians 2:8–9. In Romans 2, he seems to have said 
that God’s judgment on humans will be based on their works, while in 
Ephesians 2, he seems to have said that a person’s works are of no con-
sequence. Using content from the Teaching Guide Bible Comments and 
the Study Guide help participants understand that the works of Romans 
2:6 can be linked to the works Paul mentions in Ephesians 2:10. These 
are demonstrations of a life changed because of a new relationship with 
God because of His gracious salvation. 

6.		  Instruct participants to read verses 8–9 looking for the change in em-
phasis Paul makes. Discuss the terrible warnings Paul gives to those 
who live evil lives. 

7.		  Have participants look for the common expression in both verses 9 and 
10. As they identify it, write “first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.” 
Read verse 11 out loud as a summary statement of the two preceding 
ones. God holds both those who have known His Law and those who 
have not equally accountable for their actions. 

8.		  Ask participants to read verses 12–16 to themselves looking for a con-
tinuation of Paul’s comparison of the Jews and the Gentiles. Lead a dis-
cussion of how Paul views these two groups in their standing before 
God—with the law and without the law. 
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Encourage Application

9.		  Remind participants of your earlier discussion concerning God’s wrath. 
Ask how they would connect Paul’s warning about God’s wrath with 
what they had just read about God’s judging both Jews and Gentiles by 
Christ Jesus. Discuss God judging all people based on their relationship 
with Jesus. 

10.		  Close with prayer asking God to help participants live lives of obedience 
based on their personal relationship with Him and pointing all to Him 
by their lives. 

YOUTH PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Opening Moment
		  Say, Have you ever had the desire to have the “it” thing? You know the one. 

You saw it on TikTok or YouTube Shorts. You know it costs a lot of money, but 
you justify the cost because you’re worth it. Everyone will comment on you. If 
you are happy, it doesn’t matter what the cost. You will find a way to get it. 

2.		  Opening Activity
•	 Take an audience poll of what different “it” items are popular right 

now. Call out different categories and see if they can come up with 
3. (See The “it” Thing Game in the “Youth Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

•	 Or show pictures of past “it” items or trends and talk with the stu-
dents why things and trends go in and out of style. (See Old Pop-
ular Things Game in the “Youth Teaching Resource Items” for this 
study at www.gc2press.org.)

3.		  After the activity, get your students’ thoughts:
•	 What do you think makes the “it” thing, the “it” thing?
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•	 Why do we trust influencers to tell us what we should buy? Who 
made them experts on what people want?

•	 When we feel left out or desperate, what actions do you think some 
people will take to get what they want?

4.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, The apostle Paul knew that people are selfish and will often do anything 

to put themselves above everything. Paul explained that the reason humans 
need Jesus, a Savior, is because self-seeking choices lead to destructive conse-
quences.

5.		  Open with a prayer asking God to help students see their need for a Sav-
ior and that the Holy Spirit would open their hearts to hear the truth 
about their choices.

Guide Bible Study

6.		  Have a student read Romans 1:20–32. 

7.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul pointed out that all people, even the best among us, commit two 

different selfish mistakes that separate them from God. First, people have 
exchanged the truth about God for lies only wanting created things not the 
Creator. Second, they don’t think about honoring God, so they live to please 
themselves. 

8.		  Students’ Respond. Ask the following questions:
•	 Have you ever met someone who is extremely selfish? Say some 

words that describe that person.
•	 How does the selfish person fit into the first description Paul 

made? How about the second?

9.		  Have a student read Romans 2:5–16. (For a deeper dive into Chapter 2 
see the Teaching Guide Bible Comments for Lesson 2.)
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10.		  Students’ Respond. Ask the following questions:
•	 What does it mean to be stubborn, and how does that word de-

scribe how humans choose not to live life God’s way?
•	 What does the word obey mean, and how does obedience to God 

show a person’s love for God?

11.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Many people think that what they do has no consequence or reaction, 

but Paul said there are deep consequences to our actions. When people choose 
selfish living over God-centered living, then God must step in. 

12.		  Have a student read the Connection Verse again Romans 1:25.
•	 Why is it easier to choose things we “want” rather than things that 

are healthy for us?
•	 Look back at the verses we have read today. How does our Connec-

tion Verse apply to the stubborn hearts found in Romans 2:5?

13.		  Say, Our One Big Point for this week is My Selfish Choices and Actions 
Break God’s Good World. When we elevate ourselves above everything else, 
we will do whatever it takes to keep us at the center of attention. We don’t 
think of how our decisions affect others. We don’t care how others are treat-
ed, and we don’t think about God because we are our own god. Paul called this 
toxic trait in our lives, sin.

14.		  Bible Activity
		  Mark off a square on the ground, either on stage or beside it, with blue 

tape or paper, and have a student stand in the square. Place a blind-
fold on the student and tell them to follow the commands you will give 
them. The goal is for the students to try their best to stay in the square. 
When you are ready, start giving commands in a random order: Jump 
up and down, jog in place, touch your toes, spin around, etc. After about 
30 seconds, have them remove the blindfold to see whether they are 
still inside the square. 
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15.		  After the activity, ask the audience:
•	 Was it difficult to stay in the square? Why or why not?
•	 When God calls us to follow His standard, to stand in His square, 

why is it so difficult to obey?

16.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, This game shows the definition of sin. The game has a simple task: stay 

inside the box, but it is so much harder when we become blinded, not knowing 
that our movements have pulled us out of the box. Sin is a Bible word that 
comes from the archery world where a person would point the arrow at a tar-
get only to miss it. Our mistakes and selfish choices pull us away from God. 
He gave us the great world we live in, but so many times we choose to break 
God’s good world for us to get what we want!

Encourage Application

17.		  Say, This lesson started with figuring out the “it” thing but notice how the 
“it” thing always changes. When have you selfishly gone after things that 
are temporary or unimportant? What have you chosen this week that has 
brought meaning to your life?

18.		  Ask your students to think of one deliberate choice this week they could 
make that would honor God. Or one choice they could exchange a self-
ish outcome for a God-focused outcome.

19.		  Close in prayer, asking God to help the students have an honest look at 
their choices this week and to help them choose to honor Him.

20.		  For “Small Group Follow-Up” and the “Student Take Home Lesson” 
sheets, see the “Youth Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
gc2press.org.
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Justifier
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The God and Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ is both righteous and gracious

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How can a sinful person possibly be 
justified by God?
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centrality of God’s righteousness and 
Christ’s redemption as well as the 
necessity of human response BIBLE

TEACHING 
GUIDE 
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Bible Comments

Understanding the Context

If Romans 3 were a movie, the first two-thirds would have us pulling out 
our handkerchiefs. Much of the painful description of human sinfulness and 
its consequences—begun in Romans 1:18—continues with devastating clar-
ity. Yet Romans 3:21 upends the plotline. Two marvelous words signal the 
change: “But now.” 

Right at the opening of Romans 3, Paul unveiled an artful method of 
making these truths known. He invented a dialogue (imagine a variety of 
people posing challenging questions to Paul from the floor of a church busi-
ness meeting, with Paul stepping to the microphone repeatedly to correct 
their misperceptions). To the “questioner” who thought Paul had been too 
harsh on Jews, Paul wrote to the contrary—the Old Testament people of God 
have been “entrusted with the very words of God” (3:2)! To the “question-
er” who dared to suggest that human sinfulness benefits God’s reputation, 
causing His faithfulness to shine more brightly against the backdrop of our 
spiritual darkness, Paul declared that God does not need our falsehood or 
foolishness to burnish His reputation (3:3–5). In fact, it is a “slanderous” idea 
to suggest that we should do evil in order that God’s glory might burn more 
brightly (3:6–8).

Beginning in Romans 3:9, Paul moved from question-and-answer to a 
Scripture-laden indictment on the tyranny of Sin and its hold on humanity. 
He went so far as to say that “Jews and Gentiles alike are all under the power 
of sin.” Marshaling his evidence primarily from the Psalms (see the many 
footnotes at the bottom of most Bibles), Paul declared that “there is no one 
righteous, not even one” (3:10). Whether it is our vile thoughts that fail to 
acknowledge or consult God (3:10–12), our harmful and deceptive speech 
(3:13–14), or our hurtful and even violent actions (3:15–17), sinful humans 
prove over and over again our lack of faithful obedience to God (3:18). Sadly, 
there is no way for lawless people like us to rescue ourselves by obeying the 
law (3:19–20).
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Earlier, I mentioned that handkerchiefs are appropriate for much of Romans 
3—whether we are weeping over our pride, our neglect of “the very words 
of God,” our godless thoughts, hurtful words, or harmful deeds. But all that 
shifts in a flash as our eyes drop down to verse 21.

“But Now…” (3:21–22a)

3:21. In a dramatic reversal, those who trust in Christ possess a new pathway 
to be made right with God. It is the Way, Paul told us, that the “the Law and 
the Prophets” (in other words, the Old Testament) point us toward (3:21). So 
what has happened, and how does this new life take place?

3:22. Paul informed us that the key that rescues us from slavery to sin is 
“faith in Jesus Christ” (3:22). Faith in the faithful life and work of Jesus 
Christ opens us up to a new kind of righteousness, what Paul called in 3:21 
“the righteousness of God.” 

The Agony and the Ecstasy (3:23–24)

3:23. Yes, all human beings share a tragic characteristic in common—“for all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (3:23). Religious people and 
irreligious people are all in the same boat, in that we all have failed to mea-
sure up to God’s glorious standard for us. Just as Adam and Eve forfeited the 
glorious status they once possessed in the Garden of Eden, we, through our 
own sin, have experienced our own fall. This is the agony humanity knows 
too well.

3:24. But now, the truly great news of grace overcomes the bad news of our 
slavery to sin. The grace of Christ has caused us to be “justified freely” (3:24). 
The grace of Christ “makes things right” between God and us. Paul employed 
a vital term to describe the difference-maker in verse 24—“redemption.” In 
Paul’s day, that word referred to purchasing the freedom of a captive in a 
slave market. Many writers believe that when Paul used the word “redemp-
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tion,” he wanted his hearers to reflect on Israel’s former status as slaves in 
Egypt. When God heard the cries of His people suffering Egypt (Exodus 3:7), 
God resolved to intervene. God called Moses to be His instrument of libera-
tion, and Moses reluctantly agreed. Ultimately, through a series of escalating 
plagues, God’s judgment fell on those who oppressed Israel, including the 
firstborn. The only ones saved from this terrible judgment were those whose 
doorposts were covered with the blood of a sacrificed lamb. As Exodus 12:13 
declares, God decreed that “the blood will be a sign for you on the houses 
where you are, and when I see the blood, I will pass over you.” Paul wanted his 
readers to know that because of the shed blood of Christ on the cross, Christ 
has become “our Passover lamb” (1 Corinthians 5:7). Christ has redeemed us, 
so we are no longer under the “pharaoh-like” tyranny of sin. He has set us 
free to walk in the promised land of salvation.

“Just” and “Justifier” (3:25–26)

3:25. What triggers this dramatic change in our present and eternal destiny? 
God has done so by offering His Son as “a sacrifice of atonement, through the 
shedding of his blood” (3:25). The Greek word used for “sacrifice of atone-
ment” was used to describe the “mercy seat” in the Old Testament (that is, 
the cover on the ark of the covenant in the Holy of Holies). On the annual 
Day of Atonement (known as Yom Kippur in Hebrew), the high priest would 
smear the blood of animal sacrifices on the mercy seat (Leviticus 16:14–15). 
In the days of the Old Testament, only the high priest could enter the Holy 
of Holies. But when Christ was raised up on the cross, God presented the 
source of our merciful forgiveness publicly. At the cross, God dealt fully with 
our sin—upholding His righteous justice while extending mercy to sinners.

3:26. God thus proclaims two truths simultaneously. God retains His status 
as the “just” and holy God, the One who takes sin seriously. But God also 
assumes the role of “justifier,” in that God justifies or declares righteous all 
sinners who place their “faith in Jesus” (3:26). We must realize that God nev-
er looks on our sin and says, “That’s okay. Sin is no big deal.” Instead, God re-
tains His righteousness while declaring sinners like me to be righteous. This 
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act of God presenting Christ as our sacrifice alters our spiritual trajectory in 
at least two ways.

Leave Your Boasting at the Door (3:27)

Paul exposed the sinful impulse to boast in our own human-manufactured 
“righteousness” as preposterous. Paul declared all self-righteousness out of 
order in light of Christ’s righteous sacrifice. We no longer place our weight on 
the power of our own religious deeds but rather upon our faith in the life and 
work of Jesus on the cross. If we choose to boast in anything, it is in the cross 
of Jesus Christ (Galatians 6:14)!

Justified by Faith (3:28–31)

3:28. God’s presentation of Christ as our sacrifice replaces the spiritual op-
erating system. Where we may once have believed that our relationship with 
God was determined by our statistics on keeping God’s laws, God has delet-
ed that old operating system. We are now “justified by faith apart from the 
works of the law” (3:28). 

3:29. This is true for Gentiles as well as Jews (3:29). 

3:30–31. In this new covenant, faith “circumcises” our hearts before God. 
Paul was not advocating for lawlessness; he was assisting us in understand-
ing that faith in Christ’s power depends on Christ fulfilling the law on our 
behalf, as well as providing strength for fulfilling God’s will.
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Focusing on the Meaning

Sometimes someone will say, “I’ve got bad news, and I’ve got good news. 
Which do you want first?” I’m generally a bad-news-first person—let me get 
the broccoli out of the way, and then I can enjoy my dessert. 

Romans 3 follows the bad-news-first path. Like a caring and candid 
friend, Paul loved his readers too much to spare them the hard truths about 
the effects of their sinful behavior. We, humans, are “all under the power of 
sin” (3:9). Sin is not a sparring partner, where we land some punches and 
take some punches. Sin is a tyrant, and without intervention, we remain en-
slaved like Israel under Pharaoh. Today is a good day to own up to this so-
bering news, whether it describes our thoughts, words, or deeds (3:10–18).

Thankfully, however, truly extraordinary news bursts on the scene in 
verse 21. Former slaves to sin find rescue and freedom at the cross. Our Holy 
God is completely merciful, and the love of our Savior Jesus is limitless. The 
judgment for our sin is counterbalanced by our justification by faith. I would 
not be surprised if this overwhelming good news sets your heart to singing 
about “amazing grace” to be found at an “old, rugged cross” that causes us to 
boast “in Christ alone.”
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Read aloud Romans 3:21–26 and ask the group to look for a theological-
ly significant word that appears four times in those verses. After a few 
moments, ask what word they found. When they reply, write the word 
righteousness on your marker board. 

2.		  Before the lesson begins, give a copy of the “Righteousness” Bible Dic-
tionary sheet to a volunteer. After writing righteousness on the marker 
board, call on that member to read the dictionary definition to the class. 
(A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www.gc2press.org.)

3.		  Ask participants to compare what they think Paul meant by “righteous-
ness” and the dictionary definition that was just read to them. Allow a 
few moments for participants to respond.

Guide Bible Study

4.		  Ask everyone to read Romans 3:21–26 to themselves. After they have 
had the opportunity to read, ask what impression they have of the style 
and structure of Paul’s writing. Explain that in the original, this is one 
continuous thought with many explanatory and modifying clauses that 
can be challenging to follow. 

5.		  Using the illustrative pathway sheet as a guide, reproduce the pathway 
step-by-step on your marker board. As you write and draw, explain the 
path that Paul described between God’s righteousness to God’s justi-
fication in Christ. Have participants follow in their Bibles. (A copy of 
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this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study 
at www.gc2press.org.)

6.		  After completing drawing the path, ask participants to distinguish be-
tween what people do and what God does in the process. As participants 
respond, draw circles around the things people do, and boxes around 
the things God does. 

7.		  Instruct participants to read Romans 3:27 to themselves looking for 
Paul’s explanation for why people have no reason to boast before God. 
After a moment ask participants to explain Paul’s reasoning. Ask how 
they understand Paul’s statement “the law that requires faith.” Help 
participants understand that Paul’s Jewish heritage focused on keeping 
the Mosaic law as the means to be in relationship with God. As Paul 
came to understand God’s gracious plan fulfilled in Jesus Christ, he 
then saw that God was using the law to point people to faith, so there is 
no grounds for boasting.

8.		  Call on a volunteer to read aloud Romans 3:28–31. Instruct participants 
to listen for what Paul says is the actual means for being made right 
before God. Using content from the Study Guide, help participants un-
derstand that God’s plan for both Jews and Gentiles is to bring people 
into fellowship with Him through faith in Jesus Christ.

Encourage Application

9.		  Remind participants that Paul’s Roman letter was written to an ethni-
cally and culturally diverse group. Throughout the letter he alternately 
spoke to Jews and Gentiles trying to draw them closer to each other 
into one body. Suggest that Christ-followers in twenty-first century 
America also live in a widely diverse society. Ask participants to suggest 
some examples of how they see differences among those they encounter 
both within and outside the church. 
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10.		  Building on their responses, ask how the people they encounter differ 
in their ideas about God and religion in general. Suggest that many in 
modern society have non-biblical approaches to their understanding of 
who God is and what His plans for people might be. Ask how they think 
Paul would have addressed these understandings.

11.		  Help participants see that Paul focused on God’s simple plan of justifi-
cation by grace as His gift through faith in Jesus in a culture that also 
had a variety of understandings of who God was and how to come into 
relationship with Him. Close the session in prayer asking God to guide 
participants into meaningful conversations with non-believers sharing 
God’s plan, even as Paul laid it out for Roman believers.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Ask participants to share how they would define the word “righteous-
ness.” Ask how they think people who do not attend Bible study might 
define it. Allow a few moments for response and discussion.

2.		  Read to the group the Bible dictionary definition. Ask participants how 
they would compare their understanding of “righteousness” with the 
definition from the cited Bible dictionary. Discuss how righteousness 
can take on different nuances based on whether it is describing God’s 
righteousness or human righteousness. (A copy of this assignment is 
available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.
org.)

3.		  Ask everyone to read Romans 3:21–22 silently looking for how Paul 
used the word “righteousness.” Help them to note that in both vers-
es Paul mentioned the “righteousness” of God. Using content from the 
Study Guide help participants understand how people come to experi-
ence the righteousness of God. 
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Guide Bible Study

4.		  Ask someone to read aloud to the group the end of verse 22–23. Have 
participants listen for what Paul was stressing. Help participants under-
stand that Paul’s Roman letter went to a church that had an ethnically 
and culturally diverse group of believers. Some were Jews, and some 
were Gentiles. Some were probably wealthy and influential, while oth-
ers were common and poor. Explain that Paul wanted all the Roman 
believers to understand that God made no distinction among them. Ev-
eryone, regardless of background, was a sinner before God.

5.		  Now have everyone read verses 24–26 to themselves looking for what 
Paul said was the common solution that God put forward to everyone’s 
sin problem. After they have had a few moments, discuss with the class 
what they discovered about God’s plan for forgiveness of sin. Be certain 
they note it is a gift of God’s grace, God Himself put the plan forward, 
and God’s standard of righteousness is satisfied by faith in Jesus. 

6.		  Ask participants to suggest persons like sports or entertainment celeb-
rities who have no qualms boasting about their prowess. Spend a few 
moments exploring why they do so. Using content from the Study Guide 
and Teaching Guide, discuss Paul’s comments about boasting in verse 27. 

7.		  Call on a volunteer to read aloud verses 28–31 to the group. Have the 
rest of the group listen for the emphasis that Paul first stressed in vers-
es 22–23 and is repeated here. Lead a discussion focusing on how Paul 
stressed God holding both Jew and Gentile to the same standard. 

Encourage Application

8.		  Ask participants what kinds of answers they think various groups of 
people might give when asked how to be in relationship with God—
how to be saved. Discuss the different kinds of ideas. Help participants 
see how this portion of Paul’s Roman letter stresses that salvation only 
comes by trusting in God’s saving work though Jesus’ atoning death 
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and resurrection. Encourage participants to be sensitive to opportuni-
ties God may give them in the coming week to share their understand-
ing of God’s salvation. 

9.		  Close with prayer asking God to give participants opportunities to share 
and words to speak when those opportunities arise. 

YOUTH PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Opening Moment
		  Say, There are a lot of moments in life that you feel stuck. You get another 

bad grade on an assignment. You get a flat tire on the road. You didn’t make 
the team again. When you feel stuck, there always seems to be no hope of a 
solution.

2.		  Opening Activity
•	 Take an audience poll. Have students call out more examples from 

their lives of moments they got stuck.
•	 Or have a student sit in a chair and try to keep a balloon up in the 

air for a minute, only using their heads or elbows, and they must 
always be sitting.

3.		  After the activity, get your students’ thoughts:
•	 What was the common theme from all these stories? How were 

they all unstuck?
•	 How did the restrictions we put on the game hinder you from keep-

ing the balloon up?

4.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, The apostle Paul knew that humans were stuck too. They were not going 

to be able to make enough good choices to make up for the consequences of 
our bad mistakes. The sad truth is that everyone makes mistakes. Paul knew 
we needed someone to rescue all of us, a Savior.
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5.		  Open with a prayer asking God to help students see we all need a Savior 
and Jesus is that Savior.

Guide Bible Study

6.		  Have a student read Romans 3:21–26. (See the Bible Comments in the 
Teaching Guide for a great description of how Paul used Old Testament 
passages to make his case for our need for a Savior.)

7.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul pointed out that not every person puts God first. They put them-

selves first. Because of that great selfishness, humans make a lot of mistakes. 

8.		  Students’ Respond. Ask the following questions:
•	 Have you ever broken a rule during a sport or game? Are there con-

sequences? What?
•	 In hockey, if you break the rule, they put you in the penalty box. Is 

there some reason you would be put into a penalty box this week?

9.		  Have a student read Romans 3:22–24. Ask the following questions:
•	 Does Jesus save only a select group of people? Why not?
•	 We said that faith is putting your whole trust in something. How 

do you think putting your whole trust in Jesus as the Savior frees 
people from the punishment for their sins?

10.		  Say, Our One Big Point for this week is Jesus Saves Us, Our Actions Do 
Not. Most people find it difficult to put their whole trust in Jesus because 
they do not see the need for a Savior. But we all need Jesus because He pays 
for the consequences of our sin, which we deserve. The Bible calls this action 
redemption. 
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Encourage Application

11.		  Ask, This lesson challenges our belief that if we are good people, then God 
will be happy. But we need Jesus. First, ask yourself, do you believe you need 
a Savior? Do you feel stuck in your sin and feel like there is no way out?

12.		  Ask your students to think of one way they could choose to let Jesus be 
their Savior this week. Challenge them to find a moment to just connect 
with Jesus, asking for help as they tackle a life issue they feel stuck in. 

13.		  Close in prayer, asking God to help the students who feel stuck and 
need a Savior to reach out to Jesus.

14.		  See “Small Group Follow-Up” and “Take Home Lesson” sheets in the 
Youth Resources for this study at gc2press.org. 



lesson 4

FOCAL TEXT

Romans 5:1–8
BACKGROUND

Romans 4:1–5:21 

What 
Wondrous 
Love Is This

MAIN IDEA

The love of God, made manifest in 
Christ’s death, is to animate the 
Christian life.

QUESTION TO EXPLORE

How am I motivated by Christ’s love?

TEACHING AIM

To lead participants to consider in 
what believers in Christ Jesus should 
boast

BIBLE
TEACHING 

GUIDE 
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Bible Comments 

Understanding the Context

In Romans 4, Paul turned to Abraham to prove that justification comes 
through faith, not works. Scripture declares, “Abraham believed God, and it 
was counted to him as righteousness” (Romans 4:3). God credited righteous-
ness to Abraham before circumcision and apart from the law, showing that 
right standing with Him does not depend on ritual or obedience to the law. 
In this way, Abraham became the father of all who believe, Jew and Gentile 
alike. The promise rests on grace so it stands secure for every one of his off-
spring (Romans 4:16).

Paul then linked Abraham’s faith directly to Christ. Just as God counted 
Abraham righteous because he trusted Him, so He counts righteous all who 
believe in the God who raised Jesus from the dead. Jesus “was delivered up 
for our trespasses and raised for our justification” (Romans 4:25). Justifica-
tion rests on Christ’s finished work alone and is received through faith. That 
truth anchors the gospel.

Romans 5 unfolds the results of justification. Those declared righteous 
now have peace with God, stand secure in grace, and rejoice in hope. Paul also 
addressed suffering, insisting that hardship does not contradict God’s love 
but advances His redemptive purpose. Trials produce endurance, endurance 
shapes character, and character deepens hope. This hope does not disappoint 
because God makes His love known to believers through the Holy Spirit (Ro-
mans 5:3–5).

Later in the chapter, Paul set Adam and Christ in sharp contrast. Through 
Adam came sin and death. Through Christ comes righteousness and life for 
all who believe. Grace does more than cancel sin. Grace creates new life and 
sets up a new standing before God. Within this sweeping argument, Romans 
5:1–8 shows how God’s love, revealed in Christ’s death, grants peace with 
God, sustains believers in suffering, and redirects their confidence from 
themselves to God.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Peace and Standing in Grace (5:1–2)

5:1. “Therefore” ties this verse directly to Paul’s argument in chapter 4. Jus-
tification comes through faith, not works. When a person believes, God de-
clares that person righteous because of Christ. The phrase “have been justi-
fied” points to a completed act. God has already rendered His verdict. Because 
of Christ, believers are no longer under condemnation. They do not have to 
wait for peace with God. It is theirs now.

This language was used in a courtroom. To justify meant declaring righ-
teous, not necessarily making morally perfect over time. Because of Christ’s 
finished work, God pronounces believers righteous in His sight. This means 
their legal status before God changes immediately.

The peace Paul described is not merely a feeling of calm but reconcilia-
tion with God. Sin created real hostility between humanity and its Creator. 
Through Christ, that hostility has been removed. God no longer stands op-
posed to those He has justified. Peace with God means the relationship has 
been restored, not on the basis of human effort but entirely through Christ’s 
finished work.

5:2. Through Christ, believers gain access to God. The term “access” suggests 
being ushered into a king’s presence. Jesus brings them into grace. Grace is 
not merely an experience; it is the standing believers now have before God. 

Paul added that believers “rejoice,” or boast, in hope. In Romans, boasting 
apart from God is not proper. Here, boasting finds its rightful focus. Chris-
tian confidence rests in the “hope of the glory of God.” This hope expects full 
participation in God’s glory and the restoration of what sin distorted. God’s 
glory points to the fullness of His presence and the renewal of humanity to 
reflect Him rightly. Believers hope not only for Heaven but for complete re-
newal in Christ. Their confidence rests not in personal goodness but in the 
future God has secured through His Son.
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Suffering and the Formation of Hope (5:3–5)

5:3. Paul widened the circle of rejoicing. Believers rejoice not only in the hope 
of God’s glory but also in present suffering. The word translated “sufferings” 
refers to pressure or affliction. Paul did not minimize pain. He assumed it as 
part of life in a fallen world.

Suffering “produces endurance.” The term describes steadfastness, the 
capacity to remain under a burden without yielding. Trials do not automat-
ically produce mature faith. They refine genuine faith and expose false con-
fidence. In God’s hands, hardship becomes a tool of formation. As believers 
trust Him in difficulty, they grow in spiritual resilience.

5:4. Endurance shapes “character,” a word that means tested and proven 
quality. The term describes something that has been examined and shown to 
be genuine, like metal proven pure after refining. Hardship reveals whether 
faith is real and, over time, strengthens it. What begins as confession ma-
tures into seasoned trust.

Character then produces hope. This hope is not wishful thinking. It rests 
on the lived experience of God’s sustaining grace. As believers witness God 
carrying them through trials, their confidence in His promises deepens.

5:5. Hope does not disappoint. It does not leave believers exposed or ashamed 
in the end. This assurance rests not on human resolve but on God’s love. God 
has made His love known in a present and personal way. Through the Holy 
Spirit, whom He has given, God confirms His love within their hearts.

This verse moves from future expectation to present assurance. The Spir-
it does more than mark believers as God’s own; He assures them of God’s 
steadfast love. Their hope rests not only on God’s promises but also on the 
Spirit’s inward witness.

Suffering, then, does not lead to shame, and hope does not collapse. 
God’s love anchors this hope even in suffering. What God begins in believers 
through His Spirit, He will surely complete in glory.
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The Demonstration of God’s Love (5:6–8)

5:6. Paul grounded assurance in the Cross. “While we were still weak” de-
scribes moral helplessness and spiritual inability. Humanity lacked both the 
desire and the power to rescue itself. Sin left people not merely flawed but 
incapable of saving themselves. 

“At the right time” signals divine purpose. Christ’s death was no accident 
and no human afterthought. God acted according to His redemptive plan, 
unfolding in history exactly as He intended. “Christ died for the ungodly,” 
those who live without reverence for God and in open disregard of His rule. 
Paul did not soften the diagnosis. Christ did not die after people had im-
proved themselves but while they were estranged and hostile to God.

5:7. Paul appealed to common experience. People rarely give their lives for 
someone merely righteous. They might consider such a sacrifice for someone 
especially good or dearly loved. Even at its best, human love is still limited 
and selective.

This comparison sharpens the contrast. If people hesitate to die for the 
worthy, what does Christ’s death for sinners reveal?

5:8. Here, Paul shared the heart of the gospel. God shows His love. The Cross 
stands as public, historical proof of that love. Divine love is not sentiment 
but costly action.

The timing is decisive. “While we were still sinners.” Christ did not wait 
for reform, repentance, or moral progress. He died for people in active rebel-
lion against Him. Salvation begins with God’s initiative, not human merit or 
movement toward Him.

“Christ died for us” expresses substitution. He died in the place of sin-
ners and for their benefit, bearing the judgment they deserved. The Cross 
reveals both the gravity of sin and the depth of God’s mercy. Justice and love 
meet there. God does not ignore sin; He confronts and conquers it at the cost 
of His Son.

In verses 6–8, Paul cemented Christian hope and confidence in one un-
shakable reality: the Cross. God has revealed His love in history. Because 
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Christ died for sinners, at their worst, and rose from the dead, believers can 
trust Him to redeem their past, sustain their present, and secure their future.

Focusing on the Meaning

Paul’s argument presses believers to examine what shapes their confidence. 
If God has justified them through Christ, given them peace with Himself, 
brought them into grace, and secured their future glory, then their boasting 
must change. Justification is not merely a doctrine to affirm but a reality that 
reshapes daily life. Christians do not boast in moral progress, religious effort, 
spiritual experiences, or endurance in hardship. They boast in the love of God 
displayed in the death of Christ.

The Cross answers the deepest question a believer can ask: Does God gen-
uinely love me? To answer that question, Paul pointed not to sentiment but 
to history. “While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” God acted when 
we were weak, ungodly, and undeserving. His love came first and does not 
depend on our performance. Our assurance rests outside ourselves, in what 
Christ has done.

When hardship comes, do you see suffering as abandonment or as God’s 
shaping work? When you fail, do you withdraw in shame or return to the 
peace Christ secured? When you succeed, do you credit yourself or give 
thanks to God? The gospel exposes both pride and despair and drives us back 
to the Cross.

Picture someone waiting outside a courtroom, uncertain of the verdict. 
Anxiety fills the hallway. Now imagine the verdict has already been an-
nounced: righteous. That person does not return each day to hear it again. He 
lives in light of it. Romans 5 teaches that believers live from a settled verdict 
secured by Christ and from a love proven at the Cross.

The love of God displayed at Calvary fuels endurance, strengthens hope, 
and reshapes confidence. The question remains: In what do you truly boast?
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Ask participants if the name Henry David Thoreau is familiar to them. 
Suggest that many regard Thoreau as one of the early proponents of 
what is now called environmentalism. His ideas grew out of his time 
living on Walden Pond in Massachusetts in the mid 1800’s. He rejected 
distinctions between religions and their gods. As he was near death, his 
aunt Louisa asked if he had made peace with God, to which he reported-
ly replied that was not necessary since they had never quarreled. 

2.		  Suggest that many people still do not understand the barrier that sin 
places between humans and God. Too many, like Thoreau, see no need 
to seek reconciliation with God because of their sin. Call on a member 
to read aloud Romans 5:1 as the rest of the class listens for how Paul 
understood that people come to experience peace with God. 

Guide Bible Study

3.		  Ask participants, What is the first word in Romans 5:1 in your Bibles? 
(Most modern English translations begin with the word “therefore.”) 
When you get several replies, write the word therefore on your marker 
board. Ask what they consider to be the significance of this word. Help 
them understand that Paul was making a transition from what he had 
been saying to a logically connected new emphasis. 

4.		  Instruct everyone to read silently Romans 4:22–25 looking for Paul’s 
emphasis in these verses. Ask them if they see a link between the clos-
ing word of verse 25 and a similar word in Romans 5:1. Ask what the 
word they noted is. Write justification and/or justified on your marker 
board. 
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5.		  Using content from the Teaching Guide Bible Comments, help partici-
pants understand what Paul meant by these terms. Paul stressed that 
our justification, or being made right with God, does not come from any 
action on a person’s part, but by trusting God’s gracious provision. 

6.		  Ask participants to partner with one or two people near them to explore 
verses 2–5 to discover Paul’s step-by-step explanation of the process at 
work in the lives of believers. Give copies of the Romans 5:2–5 work-
sheet to participants for them to record what they discover. (A copy of 
this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study 
at www.gc2press.org.)

7.		  After participants have had several minutes to explore Romans 5:2–5, 
call on different ones to share what they wrote. On your marker board, 
write the words and phrases they discovered. 

8.		  After recording their answers on the marker board, using content from 
the Study Guide, help them see the logical progression Paul followed 
from faith into this grace to God’s love has been poured into our hearts. Be 
sure they understand that placing faith in Jesus will result in experienc-
ing God’s love, even though they will encounter many things, and not 
all of them will be pleasant. 

9.		  Ask participants to scan through verse 6 to identify the primary subject 
and verb. After a moment, write Christ died on your marker board. Ask 
if they identified these words as the subject and verb. 

10.		  Now ask them to read the verse again looking for the three phrases that 
give insight into this basic statement. As they read, write still weak, right 
time, and the ungodly. Be sure they understand how these add meaning 
to the basic—Christ died statement. 

11.		  Have participants read verses 7–8 and identify the way Paul said God 
proved that His love for people was greater than any human love. Call 
on a member to give his or her perception of how great God’s love is for 
people. 
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Encourage Application

12.		  Take a moment to review Paul’s progression from “justified by faith” to 
“Christ died for us.” Ask participants to reflect on their level of experi-
encing this progression in their own lives.

13.		  Close the session with prayer asking God to confirm in your partici-
pants their experience of His presence in their lives through the saving 
work of Christ, and that they would share this experience with others. 

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Ask participants if they know what the letters R.I.P. (often heard in con-
nection with a person’s death) mean. Discuss ways that many non-be-
lievers understand how a person who has passed may “rest in peace.” 

2.		  Have participants read Romans 5:1 to identify how Paul said people 
experience peace with God. Engage participants in conversation about 
the differences between non-believers and Christ-followers concept of 
peace with God.

Guide Bible Study

3.		  Invite participants to read verses 2–3 looking for the two things that 
Paul suggested ought to bring rejoicing to Christ-followers. Discuss 
with participants why Paul said we ought to rejoice in the hope of God’s 
glory and rejoice in suffering.

4.		  Using the bottom three lines of Romans 5:2–5 worksheet as a guide, 
write the phrases and lines on your marker board. Have participants 
read verses 3–5 looking for the words that go in the blanks that you 
have drawn on the marker board. As they identify those words, fill in 
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the blanks. Discuss with participants the progress Paul made from the 
suffering that Christ-followers experience to experiencing God’s love 
through the Holy Spirit’s presence. (A copy of this assignment is avail-
able in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

5.		  Call on a member to read aloud verses 6–8. Instruct participants to lis-
ten for the downward progression Paul made from dying for a righteous 
person to sinner. 

6.		  After the verses are read, discuss with participants the demonstration 
of God’s love that Paul described at the end of verse 8. Using content 
from the Study Guide, help participants see that this is a pinnacle of 
Paul’s explanation of God’s agape, self-giving love as well as the connec-
tion with John’s description of God’s love in 1 John 4. 

Encourage Application

7.		  Read the words of the old hymn What Wondrous Love is This aloud to the 
class. Suggest that this hymn describes the response of a believer who 
comes to recognize the incredible love that God demonstrated in His 
provision of salvation for people. (A copy of this assignment is available 
in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

8.		  Close with prayer asking God to instill a deep sense of awe and apprecia-
tion in the lives of participants over the love He demonstrated by send-
ing Jesus to die for our sins. Pray that God will encourage participants 
to share this love with others who have not yet experienced this love.
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YOUTH PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Opening Moment
		  Say, Have you ever had a group project for school? There always seems to be 

one person who doesn’t pull their own weight. They don’t do the work, yet 
when the grades are given out, they get the same grade as everyone else in the 
group. It just doesn’t seem fair. Maybe some of you would be honest enough 
to admit you’re the lazy one. Paul said Jesus is going to do all the work, even 
though He knows we would fail the assignment.

2.		  Opening Activity
•	 Play a version of the telephone game having students up front in 

a line shoulder to shoulder. Have a list of silly sentences and tell 
the first person in the line the sentence and have them pass the 
message down the line. (See Telephone Game Sheet in the Youth 
Resource Items at gc2press.org to access this activity.)

•	 Or have students sitting in chairs in a line, facing one direction. 
Have the students pass a bucket of paper balls over their heads un-
til it gets to the end. The catch is they can only use one hand, and if 
the bucket falls it must start from the front of the line again. You 
can also make it a race between two teams. 

3.		  After the activity, get your students’ thoughts:
•	 So how did it feel when someone made a mistake? Did you become 

frustrated? Why?
•	 How frustrating was it knowing that at any time, either you or an-

other person was going to make the whole thing start over again?

4.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Just like in group projects, we can be the people who don’t measure up 

or mess the whole thing up. The apostle Paul knew that it didn’t matter what 
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background you had or what family you came from. God’s love is not based on 
how “good” we are. Only believing in Jesus would lead us to a passing grade 
on the group project of life.

5.		  Open with a prayer asking God to help students see that Jesus loves us 
so much He doesn’t abandon us even when we sin. 

Guide Bible Study 

6.		  Have a student read Romans 5:1–8. (For a deeper dive into chapter 5, 
see Bible Comments of Lesson 4 in the Teaching Guide.)

7.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul said that believing in Jesus as our Savior means we have been justi-

fied because of our faith or whole life trust in Jesus. Being justified means to 
be made just or true or correct. The fancy Bible word for this is justification. 

8.		  Bible Activity
		  Read from or have a screen displaying sentences with something wrong 

about them. For example, “The sun is the brightest planet in our solar 
system.” The students would then respond, “That’s not right, the sun is 
a star,” and then have them say the corrected sentence out loud. (See 
the That’s Not Right Game in the Youth Resource Items at gc2press.org 
to access this activity.)

9.		  After the game. Ask the following questions:
•	 Was it hard to spot how the sentence was wrong? How did it feel to 

know you knew the right answer?
•	 How does this game show the definition of justification? 
•	 If God were to write out your life in sentences, how would He have 

to correct some choices you made this week?
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10.		  Have a student read aloud Romans 5:8 again. Ask the following ques-
tions: (For another breakdown of verse 8 word for word, see Bible Com-
ments Lesson 4 in the Teaching Guide.)
•	 What are the words that really speak out to you from this verse? 
•	 What are some truths about God from this verse? What are some 

truths about people?
11.		  Say, Our One Big Point for this week is that Jesus’ Love Overcomes Our 

Mistakes. You see, Jesus knows we sin. Jesus knows we are selfish and do 
bad things to hurt others. Jesus knows all of this, and yet He still loves us 
enough to die for people, even people who want nothing to do with Jesus. 
How great is that kind of love!

12.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul said that because Jesus straightened out and corrected our rela-

tionship with God by paying for our sins and mistakes by dying for them on 
the cross, so now we can have a new life and hope that we can be a part of 
God’s family. Jesus’ love carries us even in the hardest of moments because 
God’s love has won! 

Encourage Application

13.		  Have the students reflect silently, What are some sins you have thought, 
said, or done that you think are too big? How could you take a minute this 
week to talk to God about those things?

14.		  Ask your students to think of one way they could celebrate Jesus’ love 
for them. Maybe challenge them to have a moment to praise God in the 
car, in the hallway, or on the field. 

15.		  Close in prayer, asking God to help any student who feels unworthy of 
God’s love, to see how great His love really is!

16.		  See “Small Group Follow-Up” and “Take Home Lesson” sheets in the 
Youth Resources for this study at gc2press.org. 
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Bible Comments 

Understanding the Context

Romans 6 opens with a sharp question flowing from the end of chapter 5. 
If grace increases where sin increases (Romans 5:20), should believers keep 
sinning so grace will increase even more? Paul answered with an emphatic 
no. Grace does not encourage sin. It overturns sin’s dominion.

Here, Paul shifted the topic from justification to sanctification. He has 
explained how God declares sinners righteous through faith. Next, he ex-
plained how those declared righteous live differently. The key idea is union 
with Christ. Believers are united with Him in His death and resurrection. 
Baptism proclaims that union. Because they share in His death, they die to 
sin’s dominion. Because they share in His resurrection, they walk in newness 
of life.

Paul said the “old self” was crucified and the body ruled by sin was ren-
dered powerless (Romans 6:6). Sin is no longer the reigning master. Believers 
are no longer slaves to sin but servants of God. Freedom does not mean the 
struggle disappears. It means the authority has changed. Sin’s dominion has 
been broken.

Romans 7 develops the relationship between believers and the law. 
Through the body of Christ, believers have died to the law so they may belong 
to the risen Lord (Romans 7:4). The law exposes sin but cannot rescue from 
it. Deliverance comes through Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 7:25).

Within this larger argument, Romans 6:1–14 lays the foundation. Those 
baptized into Christ’s death have been united with Him. That union reshapes 
identity, allegiance, and daily living. Grace does more than pardon sin. It 
breaks sin’s rule and empowers holy living.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

Shall We Continue in Sin? (6:1–2)

6:1. Paul anticipated a misuse of his teaching about grace in Romans 5. If 
grace increases where sin increases, some might wrongly conclude that con-
tinued sin would only magnify grace. Paul raised the question to expose that 
false reasoning. The issue is not whether believers still struggle with sin, but 
whether they should continue to live under its rule.

6:2.  Paul rejected the suggestion forcefully. The phrase translated “By no 
means!” expresses strong denial. His argument rests on identity. Believers 
“died to sin.” This does not mean sin no longer exists in their lives. It means 
sin no longer holds them in its mastery. To “live in” sin suggests remaining 
under its dominion. Because believers share in Christ’s death, their relation-
ship to sin has fundamentally changed.

Buried and Raised With Christ (6:3–4)

6:3. Paul appealed to what his readers already knew. Baptism signifies union 
with Christ. To be “baptized into Christ Jesus” means to be identified with 
Him. Baptism does not create union with Christ; it testifies to it. It marks 
participation in Christ’s saving work.

To be baptized into His death means that believers are joined to Christ in 
His death to sin’s penalty and power. Through union with Christ, His death 
becomes theirs.

6:4.  Burial confirms death. The imagery underscores the completeness of 
separation from sin’s former rule. Yet death is not the end of the picture. 
Just as Christ was raised, believers share in resurrection life.

The purpose clause is important: “that we too might walk in newness 
of life.” Union with Christ leads to transformation. The resurrection life of 
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Christ becomes the pattern and power for daily living. Sanctification flows 
from participation in Christ’s risen life.

Crucified With Him (6:5–7)

6:5. Paul strengthened the argument by emphasizing union. The word trans-
lated “united” conveys the idea of being grown together. Believers share not 
only in Christ’s death but also in His resurrection life. The future tense points 
forward to the full reality of resurrection life, which believers already begin 
to experience in Christ. Union with Christ touches every part of the believer’s 
life.

6:6. The “old self” refers to the person defined by life under sin’s rule. That 
former identity was crucified with Christ. The phrase “brought to nothing” 
does not mean eradicated but rendered powerless. Sin remains active, but its 
authority has been broken.

The purpose is freedom. Believers are no longer enslaved to sin. Paul used 
slavery language to describe domination. In Christ sin’s mastery has been 
broken.

6:7. Death ends slavery. In Christ’s death, believers experience release from 
sin’s claim. Sin’s legal claim is broken. This verse reinforces the decisive shift 
in status and allegiance.

Alive to God in Christ (6:8–11)

6:8. Paul restated the pattern of death and life. Union with Christ guaran-
tees shared life. This life begins now in spiritual renewal and culminates in 
resurrection.

6:9.  Christ’s resurrection is final. Death’s rule over Him has ended 
permanently. This permanence provides assurance. The life believers share 
in Him is not temporary.
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6:10. Christ’s death was decisive and sufficient. “Once for all” emphasizes its 
completeness. His resurrection life is directed toward God in uninterrupted 
obedience and fellowship.

6:11.  Paul then turned from explanation to exhortation. Because these 
truths are real, believers are to count them true of themselves. To “consider” 
means to reckon or regard something as a settled fact. This is not positive 
thinking but faithful thinking. Christian living begins by embracing what 
God has already accomplished in Christ. Who believers are in Christ shapes 
how they live.

Present Yourselves to God (6:12–14)

6:12. Paul issued direct commands. Sin seeks to reign, but believers must 
refuse its rule. The body is the arena where obedience is expressed. Mortal 
bodies remain vulnerable, but sin is no longer sovereign.

6:13. “Present” suggests offering or placing something at another’s disposal. 
Believers once offered themselves to sin. Now they are to present themselves 
to God. The motivation is identity: they have been brought from death to 
life. Their bodies become agents of righteousness rather than servants of sin.

6:14. Paul ended with assurance. Sin will not rule because believers are under 
grace. To be “under law” is to stand condemned and powerless. To be “under 
grace” is to live under God’s favor and empowering presence. Grace does not 
excuse sin; it ends its mastery.

Romans 6:1–14 teaches that baptism into Christ signifies a decisive 
transfer of allegiance. Those united with Him share in His death and resur-
rection. Because they belong to Him, they are called to live accordingly.



72	 And Then We Came to Romans: A Study of Paul’s “Weighty and Strong” Letter

Focusing on the Meaning

Romans 6 leads believers to see baptism as more than a ceremony. It declares 
identity and allegiance. To be baptized into Christ is to be united with Him 
in His death and resurrection. That union reshapes everything. The old life 
defined by sin no longer holds authority, and a new life of obedience to Christ 
begins.

Paul did not present baptism as an empty symbol detached from daily 
conduct, nor did he treat it as a ritual that automatically produces holiness. 
Instead, he showed that baptism testifies to a decisive transfer of loyalty. 
Those who have died with Christ cannot comfortably continue under sin’s 
rule. Grace does not excuse sin; it frees believers from its mastery.

This passage calls believers to think rightly about themselves. “Consid-
er yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus” (6:11). Christian 
living begins by recognizing what God has already accomplished in Christ. 
Identity precedes behavior. Because believers have been brought from death 
to life, they now present themselves to God and place their lives at His ser-
vice for righteousness.

Imagine someone who has been released from prison but continues to 
live as though the sentence still stands. The cell door is open, yet he remains 
inside. Paul reminded believers that in Christ, the door has been opened. Sin 
no longer reigns. They are free to live under a new Master.

Being baptized into Christ’s death empowers faithful living in the present 
while pointing toward eternal life with Him. The question becomes person-
al: Does my life bear witness to the death and resurrection I profess? Those 
buried with Christ through baptism are called to live as servants of Christ, 
committed to upright and holy lives.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Have participants visualize a scene from a television commercial for 
laundry soap where children have gotten their clothes dirty at play, and 
then their parents wash the clothes, so they are clean again. Now, have 
participants imagine the children deciding that since the detergent was 
SO POWERFUL, they ought to get extra dirty so their parents can get 
their clothes clean again with this wonderful detergent. Suggest that 
while we might imagine children behaving in such a manner, the par-
ents would strongly say NO! to such an idea. (A copy of this assign-
ment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
gc2press.org.)

2.		  Now have everyone read silently Romans 6:1–2 looking for a compari-
son to the imaginary television commercial. After they have had a mo-
ment to read, ask participants to share what similarity they see. 

Guide Bible Study

3.		  Before beginning the lesson, enlist someone to locate Mark 1:4–8 and 
be prepared to read it aloud. Call on this previously enlisted person to 
read the passage to the class. Ask participants to identify the reason 
John was baptizing people. Be sure they understand the link between 
a person’s repentance from sin and John’s baptism. Ask the person to 
again read aloud verse 8. Ask to whom John was referring with this 
statement.

4.		  Have participants read silently Acts 2:37–38; 8:36; and 16:31–33. Dis-
tribute copies of the “Baptisms in Acts” worksheet for them to use to 
identify the common thread through all these varied events, people, 
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and locations. Help participants see that each time a person or persons 
came in faith to Christ, they were baptized as a public sign of their new 
relationship with Him. (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teach-
ing Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

5.		  Call on a member to read Romans 6:3–4 aloud while the class listens for 
what Paul links baptism to. Ask, How many of you have heard a pastor say 
“Buried with Christ in baptism—raised to walk with newness with Him” or 
some similar expression? Be certain all see the link between Paul’s words 
in Romans 6 and the expression frequently used by pastors in baptism. 

6.		  Ask participants to partner up with one or two others nearby. Instruct 
them to read Romans 6:5–11 silently, then discuss among themselves 
the way Paul links spiritual death and spiritual resurrection—repre-
sented by baptism and the life Christ-followers are called to live. 

7.		  While they are in their small groups, write on the marker board: Sin-con-
trolled life is over. Below that sentence write: New life in Christ has begun. 
(A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www.gc2press.org.)

8.		  After the groups have had a few minutes, call their attention to the sen-
tences you have written on the marker board. Ask, When is the sin-con-
trolled life over? Help them see that it ends when a person trusts Jesus as 
Savior. Then ask, How does the new life in Christ change the believer? Point 
them to verse 12 to discover what Paul said is the change. 

9.		  Have participants read silently verses 13–14. When they have had 
time to read, ask them to explain what they understand Paul meant 
by “members” and “instruments” in verse 13. Finally ask, What word 
of hope and encouragement Paul did bring to Christ-followers in verse 14? 
Using content from the Teaching Guide Bible Comments help them see 
the difference between “under law” and “under grace.” 
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Encourage Application

10.		  The primary application of this passage is first to your students. If you 
have participants who have not trusted Jesus and been baptized, this 
will be an excellent opportunity to privately share Christ with them.

11.		  Ask participants to consider friends and family members who may not 
have experienced the new birth in Christ and been baptized. Have them 
write down the person’s name in the flyleaf of their Bible.

12.		  Close the class in prayer asking God to give participants an opportunity 
to share Christ with the person He brought to their minds. 

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Have participants call out the most heinous sins they can imagine. 
As they call them out, write them on your marker board. Suggestions 
might include mass murder, rape, genocide, etc. Give them a minute or 
two to suggest as many as they can imagine.

2.		  Ask participants to read silently Romans 5:20–6:2 as if there were no 
verse or chapter numbers dividing the thoughts. Help them see the 
point Paul made that God’s gracious forgiveness was even greater than 
the greatest sin his Roman readers could conceive, even greater than 
the group just listed.

3.		  Now direct them to the outrageous suggestion in 6:1–2 that since God’s 
grace grows greater as sin grows greater, it would be good to sin A LOT 
so God’s grace would be even greater.

4.		  Point out that Paul concluded the thought with his most vehement ne-
gation—By no means! Discuss Paul’s response at the close of verse 2. 
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Guide Bible Study

5.		  Ask for volunteers who remember their baptism to share what they re-
member. Have everyone read Romans 6:3–4 looking for phrases used 
by the pastor who baptized them or that they have heard at other bap-
tisms. 

6.		  Discuss the concept of baptism as symbolic of burial. Ask how partici-
pants might make a connection between the two. Help them see repen-
tance, turning from sin, as a way of describing that we have died to our 
old, sinful lives. Suggest that physical burial usually follows soon after 
physical death. Paul is using the imagery of spiritual burial in baptism 
following a person’s spiritual death to sin. 

7.		  Ask why Christians celebrate Easter. Obviously, it marks Jesus being 
physically raised from death. Ask participants to see the connection 
Paul made at the end of verse 4 between Jesus’ physical resurrection to 
the new spiritual life Christ-followers have as illustrated by their com-
ing out of the baptismal waters. 

8.		  Suggest that in verses 5–11 Paul continued and expanded on his allu-
sion to the new life that comes to believers after they trust Christ and 
are baptized. Have participants scan these verses looking for the kinds 
of changes Paul suggested would come to those who follow Christ. As 
they call out the changes, write them on your marker board. (Expect 
things like “being united with Christ;” “old self crucified;” “set free from 
sin;” “we will live with Him;” and “dead to sin.” If necessary, use some of 
these examples to get the discussion started. 

9.		  Spend some time discussing how dramatically these changes impact 
the lives of Christ-followers. Ask participants if they can give examples 
of these changes from their own lives or the lives of others they have 
known. 

10.		  Ask everyone to read silently verses 12–14. Suggest that as they read, 
they should look for specific ways Paul said the lives of believers ought 
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to be different from the lives of non-believers. Stress Paul’s emphasis 
that Christ-followers will not allow sin to control their lives because of 
God’s grace active in them. 

Encourage Application

11.		  Suggest that what Paul wrote to the Roman believers about 2000 years 
ago remains vitally important to everyone today. Sin still dominates 
much of the 21st-century world. People continue to live in sin without 
hope, but deliverance from sin is still available. Give participants a few 
moments to think about people they know, perhaps even in their own 
families, who are still under the bondage of sin. Suggest as God brings 
someone to their minds, to ask Him to help them share this good news 
about Jesus this week.

12.		  Close with prayer asking God to help participants think about those 
who need Jesus and take advantage of the opportunities they will have 
in the coming week to share Him with them. 

YOUTH PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Opening Moment
		  Say, Take a minute to think about the best gift you ever got. Gifts are a way 

to show someone how much we care about them. 

2.		  Opening Activity
•	 Play the “Higher or Lower Game” with the cost of some gift items. 

Have two students come up front. Have students take turns guess-
ing the price of the item. Say “Higher” if the price is higher than 
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their guess and “lower” if it’s lower than their guess. The round 
goes back and forth between each student guessing a number un-
til one of them guesses correctly. (See “Higher or Lower Game” in 
Youth Resource Items at gc2press.org to access this activity.)

3.		  After the activity, get your students’ thoughts:
•	 How does it feel to get a gift from someone? Does knowing how 

expensive the gift is change how you see the giver?
•	 Name some gifts you got that were not very expensive but meant 

a great deal to you.

4.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul began to talk about how Jesus is God’s gift to people. Jesus giving 

His own life for us shows the great love God has for everyone!

5.		  Open with a prayer asking God to help students see that Jesus is given 
freely and lovingly by God who knows we struggle every day.

Guide Bible Study 

6.		  Have a student read Romans 6:1-14. (For some more context and 
thoughts on 6:1-14, see the Teaching Guide Bible Comments for this 
section.)

7.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul started by talking about when people choose Jesus, they leave 

their old life of self-centered sin behind. Jesus has changed them and 
given them new life. 

8.		  Ask a few of these questions.
•	 Paul used the images of dead and life. What do you think it means 

to be dead to something and alive to something else?

•	 Paul talked about being united with Jesus. What does “united” 
mean and look like for people who follow Jesus?

•	 Verse 10 talks about how Jesus paid for sin completely. How does 
knowing this, change how you see your sin?
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9.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, The example Paul used here of being united with Jesus in death and life 

is baptism. Baptism is a public action believers take to show others they have 
chosen to follow Jesus. It is an outward symbol of an inward change. Jesus 
has freed people from sin and in doing so, has changed their lives. Sin is no 
longer in control, and now followers of Jesus can choose to do life Jesus’ way.

10.		  Have a student read Romans 6:19–23.

11.		  After they have read, ask a few of these questions.
•	 Can someone tell me what a “wage” is?

•	 What do you think Paul meant when he said there were parts of 
him that would “wage war” against God?

•	 Can someone give an example of when they knew the right action 
to do but did the opposite? 

12.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul said the reason people cannot earn their way to God’s favor is be-

cause we are controlled by our selfish desires to not do things God’s way. 
Paul called this sin. People’s ability to make the wrong decisions, and peo-
ple’s inability to make the right decisions, come with their own consequences: 
death and spiritual separation from God. Paul said people earn this. That is 
why Paul called this a wage; however, Paul also said that God’s eternal life 
through Jesus is a gift. 

13.		  Bible Activity
		  Have students come up front to answer some basic trivia-type ques-

tions. If they get the answer correct, then give them two small pieces of 
candy. Then give them the choice to keep both pieces or give one away 
to another student. Continue calling students and awarding candy. If a 
student misses a trivia question; they get no candy. But then ask those 
in the audience who have candy if they are willing to give their piece 
to the one who got it wrong. Do this until everyone has candy or all 
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the questions have been answered. (See “Fun Random Trivia Game” in 
Youth Resource Items at gc2press.org to access this activity.)

		  Option: Have only one student answer all the questions. See if they start to 
feel compassion toward the group or if they get more selfish and stingier.

14.		  Have a student read aloud Romans 6:23. Ask the following questions:
•	 In the game, what was the wage for getting a question right or 

wrong? How does that compare to what Paul said?

•	 In the game, when was there a moment to give a gift? How does 
that compare to how God gives us the gift of Jesus?

•	 In the game, when did a person get to be a savior? How does God 
save us when we get things wrong? 

15.		  Say, Our One Big Point for this week is that God’s Gift Brings Freedom. You 
see people earn death because of our desire to do the wrong thing and elevate 
what we want. That makes people captive to the consequences of their bad 
choices which is death and spiritual separation from God. But God wants to 
set us free from those consequences by giving us life as a gift by having Jesus 
die instead of us. We practice immersion baptism or “dunking” because it’s a 
symbol of one’s life dying with Jesus, who took all of our sin and died on the 
cross, thus erasing our punishment for sin. Rising out of the baptismal water 
is a symbol of the new life Jesus has given believers through His resurrection 
and the promise that we will live forever with Him in Heaven. 

16.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Like a gift at Christmas or our birthday, God calls us to accept His gift of 

Jesus. We don’t have to earn it, and we don’t have to deserve it. All we have 
to do is just accept it.

Encourage Application

17.		  Say, Take a minute to ask yourself and search your heart. Has there ever been 
a moment in your life when you accepted God’s free gift of believing in Jesus? 
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If you have, then take a minute to ask yourself if you have believed the lie that 
you need to do more to be worthy of His gift? 

18.		  Ask your students to think of one way this week they could show their 
appreciation for God’s amazing gift. Challenge them to set aside time 
this week to thank Him.

19.		  Close in prayer, thanking God for His great love in giving Jesus for us, 
and to help any student who has not yet taken the bold step to accept 
God’s gift of Jesus.

20.		  See “Small Group Follow-Up” and “Take Home Lesson” sheets in the 
Youth Resources for this study at gc2press.org. 
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Bible Comments 

Understanding the Context

Romans 8 is special. (If I was forced to live the rest of my life with only five 
chapters of the Bible, Romans 8 would make the cut.) This chapter is the cul-
mination of Paul’s explanation and exploration of salvation through faith. In 
particular, it draws together everything since chapter 5, where he declared: 
“But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sin-
ners, Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). Romans 8 returns to themes from 
that chapter: justification by faith, overcoming suffering with hope, and the 
love of Jesus Christ. Romans 8 begins with “no condemnation for those who 
are in Christ Jesus” (Romans 8:1) and ends with no separation “from the love 
of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:39). 

In between those great declarations, Paul celebrated the work of the Spir-
it in our hearts and minds (Romans 8:2–11). This Spirit draws us into a beau-
tiful relationship with the Father, in which we become adopted as sons and 
daughters of God (Romans 8:18–21). This relationship grounds our hope, 
even as the whole creation groans for redemption (Romans 8:22–25). Hope’s 
importance lies in the suffering and weakness all experience in this life. These 
Christians in Rome were not powerful nor influential. They suffered perse-
cution and mockery. The work of the Spirit and the hope it brings sustains 
us through trouble in this life. In addition, we can draw strength from God’s 
knowledge of us from the beginning to the end (Romans 8:26–30). Some 
of Paul’s most cherished words grace this section: “And we know that in all 
things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called 
according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28). What remains in this chapter is a 
celebratory section that drives home the assurance believers have in Jesus 
Christ.
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Interpreting the Scriptures

A Friendly Interrogation (8:31–35a)

Paul often used the rhetorical technique of including opponents’ questions or 
challenges to the gospel. For example, in Romans 6 he asked, “What shall we 
say, then? Shall we go on sinning so that grace may increase? By no means! 
We are those who have died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?” (Romans 
6:1–2). The series of questions from verses 31–35 is not the challenge from a 
hostile audience, though. These are the kinds of questions believers wonder 
about our salvation, our future, and our security. Paul asked these very rele-
vant questions in a rapid-fire manner to dispel any lingering doubt about the 
power of the gospel and the confidence believers have in Christ Jesus. 

8:31. “Who can be against us?” We know from Acts and Paul’s letters that 
he encountered many people who opposed him. City officials, synagogue 
leaders, the head of the Ephesian silversmiths’ guild, the Roman governors 
of Judea, Felix and Festus, and the Jewish King Agrippa. Tradition holds 
that Paul would eventually be executed by Nero, the Roman emperor. This 
was a stacked roster of political power and worldly influence. Paul testified, 
though, that the power of those against the gospel and God’s people amounts 
to nothing compared to the presence of God through Jesus Christ. 

8:32. Will God hold back from us? An angel intervened at the last moment 
to spare Isaac from sacrifice. God, however, offered Jesus fully and freely. 
Believers have the deepest proof of God’s love and generosity toward us. 

8:33–34. Who would condemn us? With the language of “charges,” “justi-
fication,” and “condemnation,” Paul shifted the questions to a legal meta-
phor. This question echoes Jesus’ words from John 8 to the woman caught 
in adultery. “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” (John 
8:10). Crime shows will, on occasion, have a surprise witness near the end 
who clinches the case, condemning the guilty. Believers may have a fear that 
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at our judgment, a surprise witness—or a whole parade of evidence of our 
sin—will testify against us. Paul drove home the point that neither anything 
nor anyone has standing to testify against us when Jesus is on our side. Jesus 
has justified us and forgiven us. He has already died for our sin and risen in 
victory. This question brings us back to the first verse of this great chapter: 
“Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus” 
(Romans 8:1). 

8:35a. The final question in the series brings us to the heart of the matter 
and the heart of the gospel. So often in pastoral counseling, some version of 
this question lies at the source of people’s doubt and pain. They are torn by 
guilt over a failure, a bad decision, or an act of sin. “Do you think God can 
forgive me? Will Jesus still accept me?” Others are haunted by the suicide of 
a loved one. “I’ve heard that means they cannot go to Heaven. Is that true?” 
This final question sums up so many of our questions: “Who shall separate us 
from the love of Christ?”  

Life’s Most Important Question (8:35b–39)

8:35b. Paul started his answer with a list of some of the worst things life 
presents. When we compare this to Paul’s list of hardships in 2 Corinthi-
ans 11:21–27, he has been through all of them. (One exception might be the 
sword, but as mentioned above, tradition holds he would face it.) Neither 
oppression from others nor struggles in deepest crises separated Paul from 
Christ. Readers today should not try to parse these terms looking for gaps or 
loopholes that might apply in our case. Paul was expansive in this list. What 
can separate us? Nothing.  

8:36. Given the celebratory tone of the final verses in this chapter, it may 
seem surprising for Paul to quote Psalm 44:22. This Psalm of complaint 
laments the suffering of God’s people even in the midst of being faithful to 
God’s covenant. It ends with a plea and prayer for relief from overwhelming 
suffering. Paul was not minimizing any of the suffering Christians endured. 
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In following a Messiah who was crucified, however, our sufferings are some-
how brought into God’s plan and purposes. 

8:37. For some, merely enduring the seemingly pointless sufferings of life 
appears to be the best we can manage. The inseparable love of Christ, how-
ever, enables believers to do far more than endure. Paul reaches for language 
that stretches beyond ordinary categories of victory. The Greek term he used 
is hypernikaō—a compound word built on nikaō (“to conquer” or “to be victo-
rious”) with the prefix hyper (“beyond,” “above,” or “more than”).

Thus, Paul did not simply say we are victorious; he declared that we are 
“more than conquerors.” This is not the absence of suffering, but triumph in 
the midst of it. The root nikaō (from which the Nike name is derived) conveys 
victory, yet Paul intensified it to express overwhelming, surpassing conquest.

This claim is all the more striking in light of Paul’s own experience. Soon 
after writing these words, he was seized in Jerusalem, beaten in a riot, arrest-
ed by Roman authorities, and endured prolonged imprisonment in Caesarea 
(Acts 21:27–26:32). Yet even these hardships did not lead him to temper his 
language. He had already suffered greatly and would suffer more still, but he 
did not revise his claim.

Believers in Christ, therefore, do not merely achieve victory in isolated 
moments; rather, in all things they overwhelmingly conquer through Him 
who loved them. As Paul declares, “we are more than conquerors through 
him who loved us” (Romans 8:37).  

8:38–39. In these verses, Paul took pairs of terms that, between them, cover 
every possibility or every bit of territory. He was creatively demonstrating 
that there is not the least, tiny gap for a wedge or a lever to pry us from the 
love of Christ. Neither life nor death can do it. If neither one of those can sep-
arate us, what other state is there? Neither angels nor demons (some transla-
tions say “rulers or principalities”) can do it. Paul must have been referring to 
evil or malevolent spiritual forces with the latter term. His point is that noth-
ing in the spiritual realm can separate us. Next, he said there is nothing that 
currently exists and nothing that will exist in the future that can pry us away 
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from Jesus. Powers is the only one that stands by itself. This is, however, an 
exceedingly broad term for spiritual forces or ruling powers. Paul mentioned 
these in Ephesians 6:12: “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but 
against the rulers, against the authorities, against the powers of this dark 
world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” As om-
inous as these powers might seem, none can separate us from Jesus’ love.

The last two are spatial terms: “height” and “depth.” Paul may have been 
echoing the beautiful words of the Psalmist: “If I go up to the heavens, you 
are there; If I make my bed in the depths, you are there” (Psalm 139:8). Some 
in Paul’s day (and ours) thought the working of the stars controlled their 
fate. Height and depth cover the constellations along with everything else. 
We can explore every nook and cranny of the universe and find nothing that 
will break us away from Christ. Lest anyone still think they might have some 
exception, Paul included one final, sweeping phrase: “Nor anything else in all 
creation” (Romans 8:39). 

Focusing on the Meaning

Romans 8 is a celebration of the gospel and its message of salvation by faith. 
Paul had walked through the blessings of life in the Spirit. He celebrated our 
new relationship as adopted sons and daughters. We have hope even through 
the hardest trials. Then these last verses of the chapter, 8:31–39, highlight 
our assurance. Believers have always experienced doubts. Even John the Bap-
tist, stuck in Herod’s prison, asked of Jesus, “Are you the one who is to come, 
or should we expect someone else?” (Matthew 11:3). 

This question of assurance is a relevant one today. One expression of this 
doubt is the question, “Can I lose my salvation?” This chapter, along with Je-
sus’ teaching in John 10, provides a beautiful foundation for our hope. “My 
sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. I give them eter-
nal life, and they shall never perish; no one will snatch them out of my hand” 
(John 10:27–28). Paul echoed that teaching as he celebrated the answer to 
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the key question, “Who can separate us from the love of Christ?” Paul used 
every rhetorical device available to definitively answer, “No one.”

When we gather at the graveside of someone we love who followed Je-
sus, we can draw strength from these words of assurance. When we face the 
searing pain of believers who have made the terrible choice to take their own 
lives, we can hold these words close to our hearts. “Neither death nor life…
will be able to separate us” (Romans 8:38–39). Our assurance is absolute be-
cause the rock on which we stand is the sure faithfulness of the love of Jesus 
Christ.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Begin your lesson with a prompt for personal reflection. Ask, Have you 
ever worried that something you did might distance you from God? Allow 
participants a few moments to consider. Depending on your group, 
you might have them take a few minutes to write their answers down. 
When ready, invite individuals to briefly share a fear, failure, or circum-
stance that made them feel spiritually distant. Some people may not 
feel comfortable sharing a vulnerable answer. As the leader, build trust 
and group comfort by sharing your own answer.

2.		  Tell them that today’s question to explore is, Who or what can separate 
me from God’s love? For a Christian, it’s natural to fear that our sins 
could be great enough to separate us from God’s love, but Paul affirmed 
that’s not true. Ask, If you were outside the faith or unfamiliar with Chris-
tian theology, how might you answer that question? What would separate us 
from God’s love in that case? 

Guide Bible Study

3.		  Before class begins, write on the whiteboard the Study Guide’s outline of 
today’s Scripture passage:
•	 The Work of God (8:31–34)
•	 The Love of God (8:35–37)
•	 Secured to God (8:38–39)

		  While you work through the passage as a group, draw a corresponding 
symbol next to each outline heading when you get to it. Put a cross next 
to “The Work of God,” a heart next to “The Love of God,” and two inter-
locking circles next to “Secured to God.” (A copy of this assignment is 
available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)
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4.		  Explain to the group that Paul wrote a courtroom-style argument that 
presents evidence and reasoning to build a convincing case. Explore the 
structure of Paul’s argument together. Consider the following outline:
•	 The Work of God (8:31–34)

◊	 Verses 31–32: God is for us 
◊	 Verses 33–34: No accusation or condemnation can stand

•	 The Love of God (8:35–37)
◊	 Verse 35: Real threats are acknowledged
◊	 Verse 36–37: We can overcome because of the love of God

•	 Secured to God (8:38–39)
◊	 Verses 38–39: Emphatic conclusion
(A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

5.		  As you read through the passage, ask, What point was Paul building to-
ward? If you were on a jury in a courtroom, would this argument convince 
you?

6.		  Turn the group’s attention to verses 35, 38–39. Paul presented very real 
threats as if they were inconsequential. He included emotional, physi-
cal, and spiritual threats that were familiar to his original audience, as 
well as to us today. Guide the discussion with a few of these questions:
•	 Which of the hardships listed in verses 35–36 (trouble, hardship, 

persecution, etc.) do you most relate to right now?
•	 Many people in Paul’s original audience suffered from religious per-

secution. How do you think they would have heard those words?
•	 How does that list of threats set up Paul’s argument to explain the 

power of God’s love?

7.		  Point now to the theological foundation of this lesson in verse 39. Ask, 
Where is God’s love located? And why does that matter? God’s love is an-
chored in the work Christ did on the cross. Because of that great deed, 
there are no powers that can stand against us! We’re not relying on hu-
man performance or circumstances. We can be confident because God’s 
love was demonstrated on the cross. 
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Encourage Application

8.		  Have your group revisit what they wrote at the beginning of the lesson. 
Ask, Based on this passage, does that fear actually have the power to sepa-
rate you from Christ? Remind them that in the face of all natural human 
fears and threats, we are “more than conquerors through him who loved 
us.”

9.		  Finally, invite the group to read verses 38–39 aloud together. Then ask 
each participant to complete this sentence: “Because nothing can sepa-
rate me from God’s love, I will…” (e.g., trust more, fear less, persevere, 
forgive). (A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource 
Items” for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

10.		  End with a brief prayer thanking God that His love in Christ is secure, 
unchanging, and stronger than any force they face.

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Begin with a simple visual aid on a screen or handout: two columns la-
beled “Things That Feel Like They Separate Us” and “What Actually Sep-
arates Us.” Ask the room what they think belongs in the first category, 
and fill the column with common experiences (failure, suffering, doubt, 
guilt, loss). Leave the second column blank for now. Ask, Which of these 
feels most convincing to you? Allow a few responses from the room, but 
don’t resolve the tension yet. We’ll let the Scripture do that shortly. (A 
copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for 
this study at www.gc2press.org.) 

2.		  Briefly explain the theological problem Paul addressed in this passage. 
Many people live with a general assumption that God’s love is conditional: If 
we’re faithful, He loves us; if we fall short, He loves us less. Then ask, Is that 
assumption biblical, or is it something we’ve absorbed? State the central 
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question clearly: Who or what can separate me from God’s love? It’s an im-
portant question to consider. Transition by noting that today’s passage 
directly answers these questions. 

Guide Bible Study

3.		  Have a volunteer read Romans 8:31–39. As they read, ask the class to 
underline or circle the most important phrases. There are many essen-
tial phrases in this passage that are the building blocks for Paul’s argu-
ment. 

4.		  Return to the start of the text and work your way through the argu-
ment’s progression. Here’s an outline you can work from:
•	 God Is for Us (8:31)
•	 God Gave His Son (8:32)
•	 No Charge Can Stand (8:33)
•	 Christ Intercedes (8:34)

5.		  Explain that this section of text functions as if Paul delivered an argu-
ment in a courtroom. He held that no accusation could stick because 
Christ has already secured justification. Also, Paul emphasized that the 
security of believers is rooted in Jesus’ sacrificial death on the cross, not 
human performance.

6.		  Consider the following questions for discussion:
•	 What does it mean that “God is for us” in practical terms?
•	 Why did Paul connect God’s love to the giving of His Son?
•	 Which of the things Paul listed—or that we listed earlier—most 

often makes you feel separated from God?

Encourage Application

7.		  Present the following scenario to your group: Imagine a friend comes to 
you and confesses a terrible mistake. He believes that God no longer loves 
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him, so he stops attending church. He says to you, “I’m too far gone.” Ask 
your class the following:
•	 Based on Romans 8:31–34, how would you counsel your friend?
•	 How should we respond to the sin of others, or our own sin, when 

we feel as if we’re separated from God?

8.		  Return to the two columns from the beginning of the lesson. Now you 
can fill in the second column. What actually separates us? “Nothing!” 
Revisit each item in the first column and explicitly state, This cannot 
separate you from God’s love in Christ. 

9.		  End with a brief prayer thanking God that His love in Christ is secure, 
unchanging, and stronger than any force they face. 

YOUTH PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Opening Moment
		  Say, A part of being human is the longing to be a part of something. This is 

the reason God did not design people to be alone. God designed people to be a 
part of a team. Being a part of a team or a family gives people meaning and 
purpose more than just being by themselves. 

2.		  Opening Activity
•	 Play a game called “Theme Teams.” Here, you will give clues that 

all have one thing in common. Example: Apple, chocolate, pecan, 
rhubarb. Have two students come up front and make them hit a 
buzzer or squeeze a rubber chicken to answer. The first to answer 
“Types of Pie” wins.

•	 Or have some pictures on a slideshow of different things and have 
them guess the connecting theme. (See the “Youth Resource Items” 
at gc2press.org to access these two games.)
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3.		  After the activity, get your students’ thoughts:
•	 Even though these were different things, was it easy or hard to 

make connections? Were you surprised by any of the connections?
•	 When you are on a team, what connects you to the different types 

of people on that team?

4.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul is going to be talking about connections. He is going to use the pic-

ture of a family or team to describe how God connects with people through 
Jesus. 

5.		  Open with a prayer asking God to help students know that He loves 
them like a good father loves his children.

Guide Bible Study 

6.		  Have a student read Romans 8:12–17, 31–39. (See the Bible Comments 
Lesson 6 in the Teaching Guide for a deeper insight into verses 31–39.)

7.		  After they have read, ask a few of these questions.
•	 What do you think it means to be an heir? 
•	 How does it feel when you hear that God is for you? How does God 

giving up Jesus to die show you how serious He is about you being 
a part of His family?

•	 Do you think there is something you can do to make God stop lov-
ing you? Why or why not?

8.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Paul said that when people submit to God as the King of their lives, then 

they want to follow His way of doing life. Jesus had such a deep connection to 
God that when people believe in Jesus and serve Him as King, they share in 
His connection to God, the Father. Just as Jesus died and rose from the grave, 
so too will those who are part of His team. 
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9.		  Bible Activity
		  A.		 Have a student read Romans 8:35–38 again. While they are  

		 reading the verses, have a student at a whiteboard with the words  
		 “God’s Love” already written in the middle. Have them write the  
		 things that tend to separate people from God around the words  
		 “God’s love.”

		  B.		  Ask the following questions to the students:
•	 Are these all the things you can think of?
•	 Is there anything on this board that you connect with? Or that 

you are struggling with today? 
		  C.		 Then take an eraser and have the students say those things again,  

		  but this time erase each one. When the board is totally erased, the  
		  words “God’s Love” should still be there.

10.		  Say, Our One Big Point for this week is that God’s Love is Unstoppable. 
God knows people miss the mark. God knows people will choose to go their 
own way. And yet, God still loves His creation. God sent His Son Jesus to pay 
the price for people’s sin, and in doing so, people are no longer under sin and 
death’s control. God made a way for people to be a part of His family by just 
accepting and believing in Jesus. So now God doesn’t see your sin, He sees 
a child. God doesn’t see your failures; He sees an adopted son or daughter 
whom He loves.

Encourage Application

11.		  Ask, How does it make you feel to hear that God loves you that much? How 
would you respond to God knowing that? Take a minute to pray and re-
spond now.

12.		  Ask your students to think of some roadblocks they think God can’t 
overcome in their lives. Challenge them to speak to God about those 
roadblocks and hand over control of those issues to God.

13.		  Close in prayer, thanking God for His great love that is unstoppable!

14.		  See “Small Group Follow-Up” and “Take Home Lesson” sheets in the 
Youth Resources for this study at gc2press.org. 
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Bible Comments 

Understanding the Context

On any difficult journey, it helps to have a map. In Romans 9–11, we enter 
difficult and highly contested territory. This is one of the most technical and 
sustained arguments in the New Testament. The letter of Romans has power-
fully presented the gospel message of salvation through faith in Jesus Christ. 
This has opened the way for Gentiles to find salvation in the Jewish Messiah. 
At issue in these chapters is the failure of so many of the Jewish people to 
do the same. N. T. Wright suggests that we consider the following story as a 
map.1

There once was a man with two sons. The younger came and asked for 
his portion of the estate, which he promptly squandered in a distant land. 
Perhaps you remember the rest of what is surely Jesus’ most famous par-
able—the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–32). It contrasts the Pharisees and re-
ligious leaders with sinners and tax collectors, but we might also apply the 
story more broadly as a map of two groups in the New Testament world: Jews 
and Gentiles. The younger son lived without law or constraint and, through a 
long and circuitous road, came to experience the grace and forgiveness of the 
father. A celebration followed. Meanwhile, the older brother, representing 
another people, dutifully followed the rules, yet ended up standing outside, 
resentful and unwilling to join the feast. The father loves him as well. The 
parable ends with great uncertainty: Will the older brother ever enter the 
celebration and come to know the grace of the father?

Chapters 9–11 are about that older brother. After the theological cele-
bration of assurance in Christ Jesus at the end of Romans 8, Paul turned to a 
pressing question: What do we make of the fact that most Jews have reject-
ed Jesus as Messiah? If God’s people of old are now rejected, can Christians 
trust in God’s faithfulness? Might God reject us as well?

Chapter 9 begins abruptly with a lament. In verse 3, Paul shockingly ex-
pressed his willingness to be accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of 
his people—“those of my own race, the people of Israel” (Romans 9:3–4). Af-
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ter eight chapters establishing the case for salvation through faith in Jesus, 
Paul confronted a sobering implication of the gospel: Israel’s confidence in 
Abrahamic descent or in obedience to the law will ultimately prove insuffi-
cient.

Paul developed this argument in chapter 9 by tracing the story of the Old 
Testament. At every stage—from the patriarchs in Genesis, to Moses, and 
into the prophets—there are clear examples of God working beyond mere 
ancestry. God’s purposes have never been restricted to bloodline alone. From 
the beginning, His plan has been grounded in His sovereign grace and mercy.

Interpreting the Scriptures

A Surprising Discovery (9:30)

Immediately after a whole series of references to the Old Testament regard-
ing God’s bestowal of grace, Paul asked, “What shall we say then?” Paul was 
using this question to draw conclusions from his recital of Old Testament 
history. 

Since verse 6, this chapter has highlighted the pattern of God acting, 
choosing, hardening, or molding people without being bound by ancestry 
to Abraham or even obedience to the law. This chapter has been a primary 
source for many who argue for a strongly Calvinist view of individual salva-
tion—specifically the idea that salvation is predetermined by God with no 
individual choice in the matter. Verse 18 is often cited: “Therefore God has 
mercy on whom he wants to have mercy, and he hardens whom he wants to 
harden” (Romans 9:18). This chapter, however, is simply providing the foun-
dation for what Paul would say about God’s work in salvation with both Gen-
tiles and Israel. In verses 6–29, he has yet to come to those conclusions. N. 
T. Wright makes a compelling point about Romans 9–11: “Reading this part 
of Romans is like riding a bicycle: if you stand still for more than a moment, 
forgetting the onward movement both of the story of 9:6–10:21 and of the 
letter as a whole, you are liable to lose your balance—or, perhaps, to accuse 
Paul of losing his.”2 
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The transition in verse 30 is moving us toward his conclusion about sal-
vation.

For Gentiles the gospel message came as a surprise. The Roman world 
worshiped a bewildering range of gods and goddesses, and, increasingly, the 
emperor. There were philosophical schools and speculations of all kinds. The 
message of Jesus, however, offered something truly fresh and new. It invited 
them into an ancient faith, reaching back to Abraham. The sacrificial love of 
God, described so beautifully in Romans 5, was a new idea in the world. “But 
God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, 
Christ died for us” (Romans 5:8). The church also offered a new vision for re-
lationships with one another. “There is neither Jew nor Gentile, neither slave 
nor free, nor is there male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus” 
(Galatians 3:28).

The early church had also made the vitally important decision that Gen-
tiles did not need to become Jews first. In Acts 15, Paul and Barnabas visit-
ed Jerusalem to share the good news of Gentiles coming to faith in Christ 
and receiving the Holy Spirit. Some opposed Paul, demanding, “The Gentiles 
must be circumcised and required to keep the law of Moses” (Acts 15:5b). 
The council decided that Gentiles did not need circumcision and the burden 
of the law. James declared, “It is my judgment, therefore, that we should not 
make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God” (Acts 15:19). This 
surely opened the path for Gentiles coming to faith in Christ and coming 
together with Jewish background Christians in the church. 

Chapters 9–11 certainly focus on Jewish unbelief. We should not miss 
the wonderful surprise of Gentiles believing in the Jewish Messiah. This ful-
fills the ancient promise of God to Abraham: “And all peoples on earth will be 
blessed through you” (Genesis 12:3b). It also fulfills Jesus’ prophecy when He 
encountered the faithful centurion. “I say to you that many will come from 
the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 8:11).

A Surprising Stumble (9:31–33)

9:31. In verses 4–5, Paul wrote about the privileges of Israel. They had the 
background with God, including all we find in the Old Testament. Paul con-
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cluded the recital of their gifts with the Messiah, Jesus, emerging from and 
within Israel. This final gift is the one so many among Israel had missed. 
These verses capture an irony. The Gentiles, without looking, have found the 
incredible gift of grace in Christ and of belonging as God’s people, while Israel 
has missed their own Messiah.

9:32–33. The reason they had missed it is the focus on works and the law. 
The “stumbling stone” comes from a passage in Isaiah 28 of judgment on 
Israel and Jerusalem for failing to trust God. This came to pass with the com-
ing of Christ, when the people of Israel were looking in the wrong place and 
missing out on the beauty of salvation through faith. Many of Israel’s leaders 
missed experiencing Jesus when He lived among them. They were so focused 
on their interpretation of the Sabbath law that Jesus scandalized them. In 
1 Corinthians 1, Paul described the Cross as “a stumbling block to Jews” (1 
Corinthians 1:23). They had missed the concept of a suffering servant whose 
wounds would heal (Isaiah 53:5) and who would rise from the dead. 

The gospel brought offense, as well, by dismissing so much of the work 
and effort Israel had put into the law. This is similar to the parables of grace 
from Jesus. Looking back at our proposed “map” of this passage, the older 
brother of the parable of the prodigal son resented the grace shown to the 
younger son. That resentment was a stumbling block that kept him outside 
the party. In the parable of the workers in the vineyard in Matthew 20, Jesus 
tells of workers hired throughout the day but paid the same (agreed-upon) 
wage. The ones who worked the longest complained. The generosity was a 
stumbling block. They felt their work had merited more than the other recip-
ients of God’s grace.

Paul knew personally about the transformation required. In Philippians 
3, he listed all the areas in which he formerly boasted. His lineage, accom-
plishments among the Pharisees, zeal for the law, and righteousness were all 
exemplary. His meeting with Jesus changed everything. His entire spiritual 
resume of accomplishments suddenly belonged in another place: “I consid-
er them garbage, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a 
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through 
faith in Christ—the righteousness that comes from God on the basis of faith” 
(Philippians 3:8b–9). 
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Focusing on the Meaning

At times in Christian history this chapter has been tragically misapplied to 
blame the Jews or to justify antisemitism. To do so shows the same spiritual 
arrogance the chapter criticizes. In chapter 11, Paul warned Gentiles not to 
boast, as that undermines the nature of God’s grace and God’s mercy. None 
of us can boast. Self-righteousness and pride are incompatible with the gos-
pel of grace.

While we might cast stones at unbelieving Israel, do we also stumble 
over the gospel today? Do we resent the concept of grace shown to people or 
groups we do not like? That can cause us to stumble. Some may grow up in 
the church and base their assurance and trust on their upbringing, the faith 
of their parents, their nationality, their worship attendance, or their giving 
records, without having made their faith their own. Others point to the sin-
cerity of their beliefs or claim to be a “good person” as the basis of their hope. 
When we follow those paths, we will stumble over the gospel just as surely as 
the Pharisees and scribes often did.

Paul drove home the point in this chapter that God is faithful. Our hope 
is in “righteousness which is by faith.” The next chapter will center on the 
nature of this faith and how we enter it. “For there is no difference between 
Jew and Gentile—the same Lord is Lord of all and richly blesses all who call 
on him, for, ‘Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be saved’” 

(Romans 10:12–13).

ENDNOTES

1	  	N. T. Wright, Romans for Everyone, Part 2: Chapters 9–16 (Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2011), 47–48.

2	  	N. T. Wright, “Romans,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible, vol. 9, Acts–Gala-
tians, ed. Leander E. Keck (Abingdon Press, 2002), 545.
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Teaching Plans

DISCOVERY PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Share, A common idea in our culture is that you get what you earn. In a ca-
reer, education, or finances, if you work hard, you should be rewarded with 
achievement and success. If you do little, you earn little. Ask, How have you 
seen that idea be true in our culture? Allow for a few responses, then ask, 
Should that same principle apply to our relationship with God? Why or why 
not?

2.		  Consider this: Two people attend a church. One of them has lived a dis-
ciplined and moral lifestyle for decades. The other person led a more 
destructive life, full of bad decisions, but recently came to faith. Both 
people have professed faith in Christ, and both are told they are equally 
righteous in Christ. 
•	 How does that make you feel?
•	 Does that feel right or wrong? 

3.		  Say, There is a lot of overlap here with the parable of the vineyard work-
ers (Matthew 20:1–16). Sometimes grace feels incongruent with our moral 
sense of what’s fair. Paul addressed that very issue in Romans 9. 

Guide Bible Study

4.		  Have a volunteer read aloud Romans 9:30–33. Tell the group to listen 
for contrasts. After the text was read, ask the following:
•	 What two groups are being compared?
•	 What two approaches are being contrasted?
•	 According to verses 31–32, why did Israel fail?
•	 What does the “stumbling stone” represent in verse 33?
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5.		  Paul contrasted righteousness by works, the way of the Israelites, and 
righteousness by faith, the way discovered through Christ. Present a 
simple contrast chart on the board or in a handout:
a.	 Righteousness by Works → effort, law, self-reliance → leads to  
	 stumbling
b.	 Righteousness by Faith → trust, grace, dependence on Christ → leads  
	 to salvation

(A copy of this assignment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” 
for this study at www.gc2press.org.)

6.		  The law reveals God’s standard, but it cannot produce righteousness. 
The Israelites trusted in their own efforts to maintain their righteous-
ness through adherence to the law. But the problem, as Paul pointed 
out elsewhere, is that “all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of 
God” (Romans 3:23). Paul presented instead the righteousness by faith, 
which relies entirely on the work Christ did on the Cross rather than 
on our individual efforts. Paul knew what it was like to work hard for 
righteousness through the law and fall short. And he also experienced 
the transformation that came through faith in Christ.

7.		  Have volunteers read a few other supporting Scriptures (e.g., Romans 
3:20; Philippians 3:8–9; Galatians 2:16). Ask, How do these Scriptures 
reinforce Paul’s argument? 

Encourage Application

8.		  You may have heard this called “the scandal of the gospel,” as this lesson 
is titled. What’s so scandalous about the gospel? It contradicts long-
held beliefs about merit and fairness. Is it right for all sinners to be 
judged equally? Is it fair for all people to have the same opportunity for 
salvation? In the kingdom of God, the answer is yes.
•	 Why do you think we call this a scandal?
•	 Why would anyone reject the good news of grace?
•	 Do you ever find yourself trying to earn what God gives freely?
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		  How does living by faith change the way you live? (A copy of this assign-
ment is available in “Teaching Resource Items” for this study at www.
gc2press.org.)

9.		  Revisit the scenario of the two church-goers presented at the beginning 
of the lesson. Ask, How does Romans 9 reshape how we see those individu-
als? Righteousness is not a reward for effort, but a gift received by faith. 
No matter how “good” or “bad” we think we might be, we all have the 
same exact need for grace. 

10.		  Close in prayer: Lord, free us from trusting in ourselves. Humble us and 
keep us from stumbling over Christ. Help us fully rely on the righteousness 
that comes from You by faith. 

DISCUSSION PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Say, People often assume that God’s acceptance is tied—at least in part—to 
human effort. Even in church, we subtly measure spirituality by behavior. 
How often do you attend church? How often are you reading your Bible? How 
much do you tithe? Ask your group, If someone asked you, “Why does God 
accept you?” how would you answer? Take a few responses. Even if your 
group knows the right answer (because of His love and grace!), dig deep-
er, and challenge if their subconscious beliefs fully live that out. 

2.		  Say, We often expect God to operate on our human sense of fairness. If I do 
lots of good deeds, He should love me more, right? But God’s offer of grace is 
the same for all people, whether they’re “good” or “bad.” Some people have a 
hard time with this scandalous grace that treats everyone the same. 
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Guide Bible Study

3.		  Read Romans 9:30–33 out loud and slowly. As you read, ask partici-
pants to identify words and phrases that seem central to Paul’s argu-
ment such as “a righteousness that is by faith,” “have not attained their 
goal,” “pursued,” and “as if it were by works.”

4.		  Help your group work through the progression of Paul’s argument. Gen-
tiles received righteousness without pursuing it (9:30), Israel pursued 
the law but falls short (9:32), and the critical difference is the contrast 
between faith and works (9:33). 

5.		  Say, For those who can put their faith in God, Christ is the cornerstone. For 
those who have to rely on their own work, Christ is an obstacle. A stumbling 
block. Ask, What specifically about Christ causes people to stumble? Stress 
that grace, humility, submission, and dependence are essential to fol-
lowing Christ. Some people cannot live in such a way.

Encourage Application

6.		  Say, We might be tempted to cast stones at unbelieving Israel, but don’t we 
also stumble over the gospel today? Do we resent the concept of grace shown 
to people or groups we do not like? That can cause us to stumble. Some may 
grow up in the church and base their assurance and trust on their upbring-
ing, the faith of their parents, their nationality, their worship attendance, or 
their giving records, without having made their faith their own. Others point 
to the sincerity of their beliefs or claim to be a “good person” as the basis of 
their hope. When we follow those paths, we will stumble over the gospel just 
as surely as the Pharisees and scribes often did.

7.		  Say, The scandal of the gospel is that it removes human achievement from the 
equation. What feels unfair to human instinct is actually God’s grace. Ask 
the following questions:
•	 Where do we still operate as if righteousness must be earned?
•	 How does that mindset affect our relationship with God?
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8.		  In a world that celebrates individual achievement and self-reliance, 
learning to rely solely on God’s grace rather than on what we can do is 
an important step in discipleship. 

9.		  Close in prayer. Lord, free us from trusting in ourselves. Humble us and 
keep us from stumbling over Christ. Help us fully rely on the righteousness 
that comes from You by faith. 

YOUTH PLAN

Connect With Life

1.		  Opening Moment
		  Say, What do you think is the most valuable thing you own? The easiest way 

to see what the most valuable thing is to answer this question: “If there was 
a fire at your house and you had time to save one thing, what would it be?” 
Whatever you named, that is the most valuable thing to you.

2.		  Opening Activity
•	 Play a game of speed JENGA. Speed JENGA is just JENGA, but 

you have to pull one block out just as soon as your opponent does. 
Blocks are being pulled out and stacked as fast as they can as long 
as they are one after another. The winner is the one who doesn’t 
topple the tower. 

3.		  After the activity, get your students’ thoughts:
•	 How difficult was playing the game faster than normal?
•	 Which of the blocks in the tower is the most valuable? Why?

4.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, Value isn’t always measured in money or price. Value has many different 

factors to it. Since the Bible teaches that God values people not by their ac-
tions but by their hearts, it is completely different from how we think people 
should be valued.
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5.		  Open with a prayer asking God to help students know God thinks they 
are so valuable that He loves them beyond what they can know.

Guide Bible Study 

6.		  Have a student read Romans 9:14–16. (Paul also made a wider point in 
all of Chapter 9. See the Bible Comments Lesson 7 in the Teaching Guide 
on verses 30–33.) After they have read, ask these questions.
•	 Can someone explain what the word “mercy” means? 
•	 Do you think God is fair to everyone or does God play favorites?
•	 What do you think Paul meant by “human desire or effort” when he talk-

ed about how God values people?

7.		  Have a volunteer read aloud Romans 9:30–33. Tell the group to listen 
for contrasts. After the text was read, ask the following:
•	 What two groups are being compared?
•	 What two approaches are being contrasted?
•	 According to verses 31–32, why did Israel fail?
•	 What does the “stumbling stone” represent in verse 33?

8.		  Connection Moment
		  Say, In Paul’s day, many people believed that only the Israelites were going 

to be saved by God. But Paul had to explain that God does not look at your 
family background or your social status. God doesn’t look at how athletic you 
are, nor if you go to church or not. God looks at the heart. God values you so 
much He was willing to send Jesus to pay the punishment we all deserve.

9.		  Bible Activity and Name That Color Test are in the Youth Resources for 
this study at gc2press.org.

10.		  Have a student read Romans 9:16. Point out to the students that just like 
in the Bible activity, it does not matter how good we score on the game 
of life, because we are not all perfect. We must trust in an outside source. 
That is why trusting in Jesus, who took the test perfectly, saves us. 
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11.		  Say, Our One Big Point for this week is that A Person Cannot Earn God’s 
Mercy. God’s mercy means He doesn’t give us what we deserve because Jesus 
took our test instead of us. And He passed with flying colors! God doesn’t see 
our mistakes and sins, but He sees His creation, whom He loves. God doesn’t 
treat us the way our mistakes deserve, but God shows us mercy because of 
Jesus if we have faith in Him. 

Encourage Application

12.		  Ask, Do you find value in the eyes of others, or do you find value from the eyes 
of your Creator, God?

13.		  Say, If you are struggling to find your worth this week, talk to God by your-
self, and ask Him to show you how much He loves you. Tell Him some specific 
things you are struggling with.

14.		  Ask your students to find ways this week to encourage others by telling 
them that God values them. Have the students send texts, posts, or 
even sticky notes with Scripture or encouraging words.

15.		  Close in prayer, thanking God for sending Jesus and loving them more 
than we all deserve.

16.		  See “Small Group Follow-Up” and “Take Home Lesson” sheets in the 
Youth Resources for this study at gc2press.org. 
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