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confined to its own natural limits, which are narrow enough” (Pro Achaia 23).33 
Witherington says, 

“On first blush it might seem odd that Paul would address a largely Gentile audience of 
Romans in Greek rather than Latin. After all, Paul knew very well that Latin was the 
language of Rome, and it was also the official and legal language of the Roman colony from 
which he wrote Romans. Yet in fact Greek had long before become the predominant 
language of Rome, not least because it was one of the most cosmopolitan cities of the 
Empire...It is certainly the case that the majority of Jews in Rome were Greek-speaking in 
the first century A.D. as the funeral inscriptions in the Jewish catacombs make evident.”34 

As readers of Romans will certainly find, as many examiners of Romans certainly have, 
there are key, important details in the Greek source text of Paul’s letter which need to be 
paid attention to very, very carefully. Many important issues regarding salvation, 
justification/righteousness, the Jewish people and the Kingdom of Israel, and the Torah of 
Moses—are contingent on one’s presuppositions regarding some key Greek terms, clauses, 
and their intertextuality with the Tanach Scriptures and other ancient sources. 
 
WHAT IS THE THEOLOGICAL MESSAGE OF romans? 

The Epistle to the Romans has been labeled as “arguably the single most important 
work of Christian theology ever written” (Dunn).35 Paul’s letter includes instruction issued 
on a variety of topics, which theologians in history have generally classified along the lines 
of: justification, the righteousness of God (1:17; 3:5, 21, 22, 25; cf. 26; 10:3), predestination 
(chs. 9-11), life in the Spirit (chs. 5-8), ethics (12:1-15:13), and even tolerance (14:1-15:13). The 
Torah or Law also features prominently (2:12-27; 3:19-31; ch. 7), and there is discussion 
about the previous evil age to be followed by the age to come.36 

The general plight of fallen humanity, and how people at large have rejected the One 
True God, suffering from the consequences of sin—does guide much of Paul’s teaching in 
the Epistle to the Romans (chs. 1-5). Paul writes about the need for all human beings to 
receive God’s salvation, and how this is an important act of faith. Later on, Paul goes into 
extreme detail describing the relationship of Jews and non-Jews as a part of the community 
of faith and the olive tree of Israel (chs. 9-11). Paul urges the Romans to obey the 
government, possibly in relation to some sort of ancient tax issue (13:6-7).37 Also seen in 

 
33 Cicero: Pro Achaia. Accessible online at <http://perseus.uchicago.edu/perseus-

cgi/citequery3.pl?dbname=LatinAugust2012&query=Cic.%20Arch.&getid=1>. 
34 Witherington, 23. 
A letter written to people in the First Century city of Rome, where Latin was the main language, actually 

written in Greek—may be compared to someone from Seventeenth or Eighteenth Century continental Europe, 
writing a letter to someone in London in French. English was obviously the main language of the city of London, 
and widely spoken, but French was the main language of European commerce and diplomacy at the time. 

35 Dunn, “Romans, Letter to the,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, 838. 
36 Cf. Reumann, in ECB, pp 1281-1282; Carson and Moo, pp 391-393. 
37 Reumann, in ECB, 1278. 
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Romans is how disputes had arisen among the Believers regarding food issues and religious 
days observed (ch. 14). 

Romans has been used by many of the influential Christian theologians of 
Protestantism, and has various theological debates associated with it. “Augustine acquired 
his idea of original sin from Romans 5, Luther gained his understanding of justification by 
faith alone from Romans 3-4, John Calvin obtained his doctrine of double predestination 
from Romans 9-11, John Wesley got his distinctive teaching on sanctification from Romans 6 
and 8, and Karl Barth learned of the importance of the righteousness of God from Romans 1 
and 2” (ABD).38 In contemporary Romans examination, Romans 1:26-27 and Paul’s 
statements about homosexuality have received great dissection and debate.39 The listing of 
people within the Roman assembly in ch. 16, and particularly the identification of whether 
or not there is a female apostle, Junia (16:7), have also garnered a great deal of attention.40 

While interpretations and perspectives of Romans in past Christian examination are 
important to recognize, past commentators and theologians have been at a considerable loss 
in principally interpreting Romans as a theological treatise—as opposed to a letter 
written by Paul to the Believers in Rome. Fairly reflective of this past perspective are the 
following remarks witnessed in NIDB: 

“It has been said that if Galatians is the ‘Magna Charta’ of the gospel, Romans is the 
‘Constitution.’ The theological substance of this letter had to be presented to the NT church, 
whether addressed to Rome or not, but there were circumstances in Rome that made it 
appropriate for Paul, in a relatively calm frame of mind, with time for fuller elaboration, 
and without having become personally involved in local affairs.”41 

Throughout the history of Christian examination, those who have interpreted Romans 
principally as a doctrinal treatise, have given an over-amount of attention to chs. 1-8, and 
very little attention to chs. 9-16.42 Paul’s incorporation of “deep theology,” so to speak, into 
his letter to the Romans, is widely due to his not being familiar with his audience, and not 
because he actually thought it necessary to sit down and write a systematized grouping of 
everything he thought and believed. Romans being approached and appreciated more as a 

 
38 Myers, “Romans, Epistle to the,” in ABD, 5:817; cf. Reumann, “Romans, Letter to the,” in EDB, 1135. 
39 Ibid., 5:827-828. 
40 Ibid., 5:829. 
41 James Oliver Buswell, Jr., “Romans, Letter to the,” in Merrill C. Tenney, ed., The New International 

Dictionary of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 870. 
From a more liberal perspective is the statement by John Reumann, “Romans, Letter to the,” in David Noel 

Freedman, ed., Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000), 1136, “Romans has been called 
Paul’s ‘last will and testament.’ It turns out, on certain assumptions, to be the final letter we possess from him.” 
This assumes that a number of other letters (i.e., 1&2 Timothy, Titus for sure, and likely also Ephesians and 
Colossians) were not Pauline. 

42 Cf. Edwin Cyril Blackman, “The Letter of Paul to the Romans,” in Charles M. Laymon, ed., The 
Interpreter’s One-Volume Commentary on the Bible (Nashville: Abingdon, 1971), 769; F.F. Bruce, Tyndale New 
Testament Commentaries: Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), pp 59-63 for examples of this. 
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letter to ancient Believers, has been something detectable in more recent examination over 
the past several decades, although it has certainly been a process.43 The thoughts of an 
evangelical commentator like Moo, indicate how while the significant theological 
component of Romans needs to be recognized, that it is ultimately a letter written to the 
Romans. He states, 

“[T]he main body of Romans is what we may call a ‘treatise’ or a ‘tractate.’ It addresses 
key theological issues against the background of middle first-century Christianity rather 
than within the context of specific local problems. Nevertheless, Romans is no timeless 
treatise. We must not forget that Romans as a whole is a letter, written on a specific 
occasion, to a specific community...In this regard, we must note that Romans is far from 
being a comprehensive summary of Paul’s theology. Many issues near and dear to him are 
absent, or only allusively mentioned.”44 

The significant weakness of mainly approaching Romans as a grand theology of Paul, is 
precisely because in order to understand Paul’s theology—one must read all of his letters, 
and not exclusively this one. 

While Christian readers and interpreters of Romans are steadily shifting more toward 
examining this text as principally a letter to ancient Believers, another major shift has also 
occurred in the past few decades regarding the contents of ch. 16. Among many previous 
examiners, more liberal than not, ch. 16 was thought to have not been an original piece of 
Paul’s letter.45 Now, however, ch. 16 is widely affirmed as not only an authentic part of 
Paul’s letter, but it is beginning to be a major source of recognizing the composition of the 
Roman Believers and their demographics,46 likely providing evidence for at least five to 
seven home congregations being present. 

If Romans is approached as a letter of self-promotion on the part of Paul intending to 
come to Rome, then some statements in the epistle may not be fully explained—
purposefully—as the letter provides a series of vignettes on possible teaching topics for 
further elaboration in person when Paul would arrive. Paul says of Phoebe, his courier, 
“that you receive her in the Lord in a manner worthy of the saints, and that you help her in 
whatever matter she may have need of you; for she herself has also been a helper of many, 
and of myself as well” (16:2). It would seem logical that Phoebe was given authorization by 
Paul, in delivering this letter to the Roman Believers, to more fully explain some of the 
questions which would naturally arise. Many people, even if a bit facetiously, would surely 
wonder if Phoebe had any second hand notes to explain some of the difficult sections of 
Paul’s letter—and how we could access them! 

 
43 Miller, “Romans, Epistle to,” in ISBE, 4:223-224. 
44 Moo, 14. 
45 Beare, “Romans, Letter to the,” in IDB, 4:112-113. 
46 Cranfield, Romans 1-8, pp 9-11; Bruce, 18; Dunn, Romans, 38a:lii; Myers, “Romans, Epistle to the,” in ABD, 

5:819; Reumann, “Romans, Letter to the,” in EDB, 1136. 
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While the early body of Paul’s letter, chs. 1-8, widely deals with the issues of human sin 
and redemption, the latter part of his letter, chs. 9-16, focuses more on Israel, and the 
circumstances which have arisen among the Roman Believers. In much Christian 
interpretation of chs. 9-16, this section has been viewed as trying to ease the spiritual and 
social tensions which have erupted between Torah observant Jews, and non-Jews who did 
not keep the Law.47 

Any discussion of the Torah or the Law of Moses in the Epistle to the Romans is going 
to have to take into consideration various Law-positive Christian traditions, particularly 
commentators from the Reformed tradition, which has always considered the perceived 
“moral law” of the Torah to have validity. (This would be best seen in a commentary like 
that of C.E.B. Cranfield.) Likewise, how to approach the Torah and Jews of the First Century, 
has become quite pronounced over the past two to three decades of Christian examination, 
demonstrating significant contours to be explored.48 There is to be a decisive recognition 
how in various places within Romans, while it may be thought that the Apostle Paul is 
criticizing the Torah, what he is more likely criticizing, as Dunn notes, is “the Law as 
expression of Jewish privilege.”49 There are a number of key sentiments, witnessed in 
ancient Jewish literature, where the Torah is described as a means not to make Israel holy, 
and by being holy can express God’s goodness and redeeming love to the world at large—but 
rather so that Israel can be boxed in from the world, set aside, and thusly look down on the 
world at large and other people: 

 
“In his wisdom the legislator, in a comprehensive survey of each particular part, and 
being endowed by God for the knowledge of universal truths, surrounding us with 
unbroken palisades and iron walls to prevent our mixing with any of the other peoples 
in any matter, being thus kept pure in body and soul, preserved from false beliefs, and 
worshiping the only God omnipotent over all creation...So, to prevent our being 
perverted by contact with others or by mixing with bad influences, he hedged us in on 
all sides with strict observances connected with meat and drink and touch and hearing 
and sight, after the manner of the Law” (Letter of Aristeas 139, 142).50 
 
“...they will never mingle with any other nation so as to depart from their national and 
ancestral ways...” (Philo On the Life of Moses 1.278).51 
 

 
47 Schreiner, in ESV Study Bible, 2152. 
48 Cf. Keener, pp 4-8. 
49 Dunn, “Romans, Letter to the,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, 844; cf. Dunn, Romans, 38a:lxix-lxx. 
50 R.J.H. Shutt, trans., “Letter of Aristeas,” in James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, 

Vol 2 (New York: Doubleday, 1985), 22. 
51 Philo Judaeus: The Works of Philo: Complete and Unabridged, trans. C.D. Yonge (Peabody, MA: 

Hendrickson, 1993), 485. 
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While originally the Torah was given to Ancient Israel so “you shall be to Me a kingdom 
of priests and a holy nation” (Exodus 19:6), with obedience being “your wisdom and your 
understanding in the sight of the peoples” (Deuteronomy 4:6)—the intervening history, 
particularly of the Maccabean crisis of the Second Century B.C.E., caused there to be a 
massive change from the Torah’s original intention of it being given to Israel, and what the 
Torah had become to many First Century Jews. In the Maccabean crisis when many Jews 
were forced to assimilate to Hellenistic practices and religion, giving up Torah study, the 
Sabbath, and circumcision, among other things—on threat of death—having fought and 
won a military campaign to regain their right to live as Jews in obedience to God’s Law, 
inevitably caused a degree of pride to erupt in the hearts of many, with the Torah being 
viewed as a talisman or badge of arrogant difference. Edwards further explains, 

“The law became for Jews a mark of distinction and superiority over against Gentiles. 
The conviction of being chosen by God and favored with Torah inspired in Israel a sense of 
privilege, which in the early days evoked both wonder and gratitude (Deut. 7). But following 
the exile it hardened into attitudes—and laws—of separation. Ezra’s reforms, to be sure, 
heightened Judah’s identity and ensured its survival amidst alien cultures. But those same 
reforms ran a danger of making the signs of election—Torah, circumcision, and marriage, 
for example—seem like the thing itself. Following the Maccabean revolt, when true 
believers felt compelled to separate themselves further from Gentiles and from less 
observant Jews, pride in Torah became a veritable trait of Judaism.”52 

The Torah as a badge of prideful difference for First Century Jews, in contrast to the 
nations—which Paul wholeheartedly rejected—has been explored in various degrees of 
success by more recent Romans commentators. Dunn is among those who acknowledge how 
“chap 2 turns out to be a developing critique...the law as dividing Jew from non-Jew, the 
haves from the have-nots, those within and those without (2:12-14); the law as a source of 
ethnic pride for the typical devout Jew (2:17-23); and circumcision as the focal point for this 
sense of privileged distinctiveness (2:25-29...).”53 So when, for example, Paul says, “Now we 
know that whatever the Torah says, it says to those within the Torah [en tō nomō|; in the law, 
YLT],54 so that every mouth may be shut and the whole world may become accountable to 
God” (3:19, TLV), his main point is to explain how those who sit within the sphere of Torah 
knowledge should know that its instructions declare as sinners the entire world—and most 
especially those who are specifically aware of the Torah. Far be it from the Torah being a 
distinction of privilege, as God’s Law it universally condemns as sinners all those who 
violate it, placing the Jewish people in need of the same redemption in Yeshua, as the pagans 
at large. 

 
52 Edwards, 20. 
53 Dunn, Romans, 38a:lxxii. 
54 Frequently and incorrectly rendered as “under the Law” (NASU, et. al.), and discussed in both the 

analysis of Romans 3:19 in this commentary, and more generally in the author’s article “What Does ‘Under the 
Law’ Really Mean?”, appearing in The New Testament Validates Torah. 



INTRODUCTION 

- 19 - 

Far less than in Galatians examination, where the term “works of law” or ergōn nomou 
appears across multiple locations,55 ergōn nomou appears only twice in Romans (3:20, 28). As 
such, there is less of a debate in Romans,56 than in Galatians, over what Paul intended by his 
usage of “works of law.” There are those who think that just as in Galatians, there is a likely 
connection in Romans between Paul’s use of “works of law” and the Dead Sea Scrolls 
document 4QMMT (4Q394-5),57 which uses the Hebrew equivalent ma’asei haTorah, such 
“works of law” being the halachah or community rules of an ancient Jewish sect. 

Even with some more specific First Century issues in view involving the Torah or the 
Law of Moses, the main purpose of Moses’ Teaching, from Paul’s perspective, is to reveal the 
sin in people: “through the Law comes the knowledge of sin” (3:20b). If the Torah exposes 
the fallenness of human beings and their transgressions, then it should necessarily reveal 
their need for salvation. The thrust of what Romans 10:4 actually means, which in most 
Bibles reads as something like, “For Christ is the end of the law for righteousness to 
everyone who believes” (ESV), is especially critical, given the perspective of a reader on the 
Greek term telos. Is telos representative of the Messiah being the termination of the Torah of 
Moses, or the “goal” (Common English Bible) or “culmination” (TNIV) of it? Christian 
interpreters, on both sides, make strong arguments. 

The New Perspective on Paul (NPP),58 particularly spearheaded by the theological 
work of figures like James D.G. Dunn and N.T. Wright, has interjected some necessary 
tweaking to various traditional understandings of the Torah or Law of Moses in Romans. 
Some of the major proposals of NPP will be considered in our own analysis, as we will be 
evaluating both Dunn’s and Wright’s commentaries on Romans. 

What has made the New Perspective on Paul rather controversial in Romans 
interpretation, causing significant debate among many in Christian theology, regards the 
varied usages of “righteousness” or “justification” (Grk. noun dikaiosunē; verb dikaioō; Heb. 
equiv. tzedaqah).59 Does “righteousness” or “justification” involve being declared innocent 
(and hence provided salvation), or membership among God’s covenant people, or God’s 
vindictive activity in history? There is little doubting the significance that Romans has had 

 
55 Galatians 2:16 (3x); 3:2, 5, 10. 
56 Cf. Stott, 31; C.E.B. Cranfield, “‘The Works of the Law’ in the Epistle to the Romans,” in On Romans and 

Other New Testament Essays (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1998), pp 1-14. 
57 For an English translation, consult Geza Vermes, trans., The Complete Dead Sea Scrolls in English (London: 

Penguin Books, 1997), pp 220-228; Michael Wise, Martin Abegg, Jr., and Edward Cook, trans., The Dead Sea 
Scrolls: A New Translation (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1996), pp 358-364. 

58 Cf. Dunn, Romans, 38a:lxiii-lxxii; Dunn, “Romans, Letter to the,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, pp 
842-843; Carson and Moo, pp 375-385; Kruse, pp 14-22. 

Also consult the multiple relevant sections of Michael F. Bird, ed., Four Views on the Apostle Paul (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 2012). 

59 Cf. Stott, pp 24-31; Wright, in NIB, 10:398-406 for a summary. 
Also consult the relevant sections of N.T. Wright, Justification: God’s Plan & Paul’s Vision (Downers Grove, 

IL: IVP Academic, 2009). 
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in promoting the traditional Protestant doctrine of justification by faith (1:17; Habbakuk 
2:4), and there is also no denying how there are clear places in Romans where faith in 
Yeshua remits someone of sin and provides forgiveness (i.e., 3:24; 5:1, 9). Debates over 
“justification” and “righteousness” mainly involve various places, particularly in chs. 2-3, 
where the justification/righteousness witnessed has been traditionally interpreted as 
forgiveness from sin and being granted salvation—when what may be in view is being 
reckoned as a member of God’s covenant people, that someone is a part of His own. The NPP 
has rightfully brought this to the attention of Romans examiners, even if it may go a bit 
overboard at times, in various places. 

Recognizing the multiple dynamics that may be in view for justification/righteousness, 
interpreters have to pay close attention to what they are reading. John R.W. Stott covers 
some worthwhile advice, per the issues of Second Temple Judaism and justification: 

“In the end...it comes back to the question of exegesis. It is universally agreed that 
Paul’s gospel in Romans is antithetical. He was expounding it over against some alternative. 
But what was this? We must allow Paul to speak for himself, and not make him say what 
either old traditions or new perspectives want him to say.”60 

In examining the Epistle to the Romans, readers should legitimately recognize places 
where the justification/righteousness mentioned involves a remission from sins and 
salvation. Yet at the same time, there will be places where the justification/righteousness 
mentioned involves membership among God’s people. The challenge, regarding all of this, is 
to carefully discern the surrounding vocabulary, and be aware that “justification” may be 
used in one passage with one particular aspect in emphasis, and in a passage shortly 
following with another aspect in emphasis. In Romans 3:20, “because by the works of the 
Law no flesh will be justified in His sight,” being reckoned as a part of God’s own is most 
probably what is being talked about. In Romans 3:24, following, though, “being justified as a 
gift by His grace through the redemption which is in Messiah Yeshua,” is obviously 
speaking of being forgiven of sin and provided with salvation. 

One significant change in Romans examination, which has been witnessed over the 
past several decades (and which I was personally taught in two Romans exegesis classes at 
Asbury Theological Seminary), involves the identity of the “I” sinner in ch. 7. Traditionally, 
the material in ch. 7, and in particular the statement “For what I am doing, I do not 
understand; for I am not practicing what I would like to do, but I am doing the very thing I 
hate” (7:15ff), has been interpreted as the Apostle Paul personally struggling with sin—and 
thus can be used as a validation, at times, for (presumed) Believers to still allow sinful 
behavior to persist in their lives. Contrary to this, a wide variety of interpreters have begun 
to recognize the Apostle Paul employing an ancient form of rhetoric such as prosopopeia, or 
some kind of hypothetical person speaking.61 While there have been a diverse number of 

 
60 Stott, 29. 
61 Cf. J.M. Everts, “Conversion and Call of Paul,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, 158. 
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conclusions drawn as to who the hypothetical “I” sinner of ch. 7 may be, the two main 
options are those of a person struggling with sin on the way to salvation, or a new Believer 
wrestling through some of the initial stages of sanctification. Paul himself, however, would 
not struggle with sin like this hypothetical “I” sinner would. 

Among recent debates among Romans examiners, per the data contained in ch. 16, is 
how to view the role of Paul’s authorized courier Phoebe (16:1-2), who was a woman who 
probably had some authority to explain the letter to its recipients. Along with this concerns 
the listing of the female apostle Junia (16:7), Iounia, which most evangelical 
complementarians—who are not particularly favorable to women in positions of 
leadership—still have to legitimately recognize to be a woman and not a man. This certainly 
is causing some significant discussions and debates among Christian men and women today, 
who see older Bible versions like the NASB with “Junias,” and then newer ones like the ESV 
with “Junia.” (I have personally been privy to various people noting this, and have heard 
how they took it to their male pastor, who was not too friendly to women being in positions 
of leadership.) 

Messianic people who consider how Christians have interpreted Romans in recent 
decades, are understandably piqued to see how they have approached issues regarding 
Israel in chs. 9-11. It is safe to say that Paul’s discussion on the status of his Jewish brethren 
in the First Century, and the future of Israel’s Kingdom, is varied and across the board 
among Romans examiners.62 This is especially true when one recognizes how chs. 9-11 were 
an important place for John Calvin in developing his theology of election, and as such has 
been regarded in much Protestant Christian history for thinking that some people have 
been predestined to salvation, and others are not. When Romans is regarded more as a letter 
for ancient Believers, and not as a theological treatise, though, the details on this necessarily 
need to be brought into a fresh light. This is also true of various dispensational 
interpretations of chs. 9-11, which while rightly recognizing that God is not finished with 
the Jewish people or Kingdom of Israel, firmly insist that non-Jewish Believers are a part of a 
separate “Church” entity, begging some questions about what it means to really be grafted-
in (11:16-17ff). 
 
HOW DOES ROMANS RELATE  
TO MESSIANIC BELIEVERS TODAY? 

The Epistle to the Romans tends to be greatly valued, although in various degrees, by 
people across the spectrum of the Messianic movement. Unlike Galatians, and some of the 
fervent emotions which tend to be involved with reading and examining it63—there is 
usually much less tension present when reading and examining Romans. Messianic 

 
62 Cf. Dunn, “Romans, Letter to the,” in Dictionary of Paul and His Letters, 847-848; Walter C. Kaiser, The 

Promise-Plan of God: A Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 283; 
Kruse, pp 29-31. 

63 Consult the author’s previous volume Galatians for the Practical Messianic. 
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teachers and laypersons tend to be astute enough to recognize, even without considering 
some background material and perspectives present in more academic analysis, that the 
circumstances of Romans’ composition are far more calm and serene. This does not mean 
that there are not places in Romans which are deserving of more investigation, fine tuning, 
and further refinement for contemporary application. 

The Epistle to the Romans has a wide amount of significance for today’s Messianic 
movement, the same as it has had for religious movements in previous history. There are 
some distinct sections of Romans that are quite important for today’s broad community of 
Messianic Believers. The salvation history message of Romans chs. 9-11, and Paul’s word 
that the nations are grafted into Israel, bear great importance for mixed Messianic 
assemblies of Jewish and non-Jewish Believers. There are, though, areas of difficulty in 
Romans for today’s Messianic community. Most notable among these would be Romans ch. 7 
and what being “made dead” to the Torah actually means, the different nuances present 
regarding “Israel” in Romans chs. 9-11, and the Romans 14 issues of the strong and the weak, 
and eating and special days. Each one of these sections of Romans requires some more 
careful reading on the part of Messianic Believers, with attention given to the Greek source 
text, as well as some consideration for the ancient setting and context of what Paul 
instructed his original audience. Also to surely be considered is the specific identity of the 
“I” sinner in Romans ch. 7, and entering into discussions about whether or not Paul is 
speaking of himself, or a hypothetical person via the employment of the ancient rhetorical 
device of prosopopeia. 

There are a number of previously released volumes on the Epistle to the Romans, 
which have informed, at least some, of the current discussions of Paul’s letter within the 
Messianic community. Mark D. Nanos’ work, The Mystery of Romans: The Jewish Context of 
Paul’s Letter (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1996), is a book that you will see circulating in 
many Messianic congregations and libraries, as Nanos definitely takes the perspective that 
Paul did not teach against the validity or relevance of the Torah for Jewish Believers. Many 
of Nanos’ thoughts have been condensed for the abbreviated commentary present in the 
2011 Jewish Annotated New Testament. Yet, while Nanos’ work does tend to be considered by 
many Messianic people, Nanos himself is a Reform Jew and is not a professing Believer in 
Yeshua of Nazareth, and draws a number of liberal conclusions that do not sit well with 
many. More significantly for Messianic readers, to be sure, is how David H. Stern has 
dedicated 114 pages to Romans in his Jewish New Testament Commentary.64 Another valuable 
contribution on Romans is the two-volume commentary by Tim Hegg, Paul’s Epistle to the 
Romans (Tacoma, WA: TorahResource, 2005, 2007), although it does lack an introduction. 

Among Christian examiners of Romans, C.E.B. Cranfield’s two-volume work 
(International Critical Commentary, [London: T&T Clark, 1975, 1979]) does tend to receive a 

 
64 David H. Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary (Clarksville, MD: Jewish New Testament Publications, 

1995), pp 326-440. 
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wide amount of attention from Messianic people,65 and this commentary will surely make 
use of it as well. Cranfield, coming from the Reformed tradition, is among those who have a 
high view of what is considered to be the “moral law” of the Torah, and thus argues many 
Torah-friendly positions which Messianics will find compatible with their reading of Paul. 

While there has not been, at the present time, any extensive Messianic introduction 
written on the Epistle to the Romans,66 the preface to Romans, in the 2011 Tree of Life 
Messianic Family Bible—The New Covenant, generally reflects what we have already 
summarized about the background situation of the letter: 

 
“Uniquely among New Covenant communities, the Roman community seems to have 
begun independently of the shlichim [apostles], perhaps by Jewish people from Rome 
who had visited Jerusalem during the Shavuot of Acts 2 and come to faith there. The 
Roman historian Suetonius and Acts 18:2 both tell us that there were disturbances in 
Rome over the proclamation of Yeshua, and in 49 C.E. the emperor Claudius expelled 
the Jewish leaders, making little distinction between Yeshua’s followers and others—
thus Priscilla and Aquila came from Rome to Corinth, where they met Paul. By the time 
Jewish leaders could return about a decade later, two things would have happened: 
first, the Gentile component of the Messianic communities would have grown 
considerably; and second, the broader Jewish community would have resented the 
believers whose Yeshua ‘caused’ the expulsion. By the time Paul writes, we are dealing 
with a community with growing tensions: between Gentile and Jewish believers, 
between Messianic communities and the larger Jewish community, and between 
believers and the secular society. Paul’s audience then is a mixed group of Jewish and 
Gentile believers, with the latter probably in the majority.”67 
 
Messianic readers of the Epistle to the Romans correctly recognize that the Apostle 

Paul is not at all polemicizing against Judaism or the Jewish people in his letter. Paul’s 
declaration of Romans 11:1 is, after all, “I say then, God has not rejected His people, has He? 
May it never be! For I too am an Israelite, a descendant of Abraham, of the tribe of 
Benjamin.” Paul lauds the role of his people in God’s salvation historical plan, noting “that 
they were entrusted with the oracles of God” (3:2), “who are Israelites, to whom belongs the 
adoption as sons, and the glory and the covenants and the giving of the Law and the temple 
service and the promises” (9:4). Paul has a great internal lamentation in his heart over the 
widescale, First Century Jewish rejection of Yeshua, to the point where he says, even a bit 

 
65 Admittedly, because Cranfield’s two-volume in the International Critical Commentary series does require 

knowledge of Greek, more Messianic people are likely to have considered his Romans: A Shorter Commentary 
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1985). 

66 The Introduction present in this volume, and the entry on the Epistle to the Romans in the author’s 
preceding workbook A Survey of the Apostolic Scriptures for the Practical Messianic, might be to date in 2013, the 
most extensive Messianic analyses on the historical background on theological handling of Romans by our faith 
community. 

67 Tree of Life Messianic Family Bible—New Covenant (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image, 2011), 243. 



ROMANS FOR THE PRACTICAL MESSIANIC 

- 24 - 

figuratively, “I could wish that I myself were accursed, separated from Messiah for the sake 
of my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh” (9:3). Messianic Jewish readers of these 
statements in Romans, tend to have similar emotions as Paul did. Non-Jewish Messianic 
readers of these statements in Romans, tend to have to realize the gravity of a widescale 
Jewish rejection of Yeshua, in helping to see room made for the righteous from the nations 
(11:17, 19-20). Witherington is a Christian commentator who rightly concludes, 

“There is no evidence that Paul is polemicizing against Judaism or Jewish Christian 
opponents in this letter...For one thing the rhetoric of this letter is not by and large forensic 
in character. For another, if Paul is doing any apologetics at all in this document, it is in chs. 
9-11, and there he is defending his Jewish heritage, Jewish Christians, and also non-
Christian Jews. Romans should never have been seen as a justification for anti-Semitism or 
an argument that God had now rejected his first chosen people.”68 

Multiple places in Romans, one will encounter the expression “to the Jew first and also 
to the Greek” (1:16; 2:9-10). This involves not only how the Jewish people must hear the good 
news of the Messiah, but also the nations as well—and how both of them are due for 
punishment if not repentant. While Romans 1:16 is likely to be a major verse quoted by 
Messianic people and at many Messianic functions, some of the statements in Romans ch. 2, 
where Paul does address the probable issue of perceived Jewish privilege via possession of 
the Torah—“You who boast in the Law, through your breaking the Law, do you dishonor 
God?” (2:23)—is not a text which is deeply considered enough. Paul’s word, “Are we better 
than they? Not at all; for we have already charged that both Jews and Greeks are all under 
sin” (3:9), and how God’s Torah equally condemns Jewish people and those from the nations, 
is also something that we do not widely hear too much about in current Messianic preaching 
from Romans. 

Some of the additional weak places within present Messianic examination of Romans, 
is a general inability to be able to engage with the statements of various Romans 
interpreters, and their different approaches toward the issue of the Torah. Just like there 
are various passages of grand theological importance in Galatians which Christian 
theologians will say indicate that God’s Law has been abolished, so too are there supposed to 
be various passages of grand theological importance in Romans. Most especially, though, we 
need to refine our skills to reckon with those who think that the Torah was only important 
for the pre-resurrection era, thinking it abolished, but will then say that the Torah’s code of 
conduct for Ancient Israel still represents the significant spiritual will of God. Kruse is 
reflective of this perspective in his commentary: 

“[T]he sort of life the law was unable to bring about in people is actually made possible 
for those who live according to the Spirit (8:3-4) and walk in the way of love (13:8-10). The 
law still has an educative role for believers (cf. 3:10-20; 4:1-25; 8:35-37; 9:6-17, 25-33; 10:5-13, 
15-21; 11:2-4, 7-10, 25-27, 33-36; 14:10-12; 15:8-12). The Mosaic law is no longer their 

 
68 Witherington, pp 3-4. 
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regulatory norm, but the OT still functions as Scripture for them. It testifies to the gospel 
(1:1-2; 3:21; 4:1-25; 16:25-26), and, interpreted paradigmatically in the light of Christ, it 
provides guidance for godly living (cf. 12:17-21; 13:8-10; 14:10-12; 15:2-4).”69 

Today’s Messianics can be in broad agreement with some of these statements, but need 
to be able to develop more of their own views on Romans, which can demonstrate a number 
of the key flaws among those who think the Torah is abolished, but that it can still be 
consulted in a limited capacity for instruction. Concurrent with this, we will need to 
develop a better handling on the Torah’s purpose in revealing the sin nature of people 
(3:20), and in the sanctified lifestyle via following its instruction by the power of the Holy 
Spirit (8:3-4). 

A number of the areas of Romans which have largely remained constrained to 
Christian scholasticism, and are now making their way into more general Christian settings, 
have been discussions on the “I” of Romans 7, as well as those of the females Phobe (16:1-2) 
and Junia (16:7) and debates over complementarianism and egalitarianism. This Messianic 
commentary on Romans will explore these issues in ways likely not previously examined in 
other Messianic resources. 

While highly valued by all Messianic people to be sure, there are also issues regarding 
Romans chs. 9-11, which we need to pay attention to. There are ecclesiology presuppositions 
regarding whether or not the olive tree (11:17) represents an enlarged Kingdom realm of 
Israel, or a bilateral ecclesiology of Israel and the Church, which are presently raging in 
much of the Messianic world.70 There are debates over what it means for Believers from the 
nations to be grafted-in (11:16-17ff), and whether they become part of Israel’s polity or not. 
The statement of Romans 9:6, “For they are not all Israel who are descended from Israel” (or 
the NRSV rendering, “For not all Israelites truly belong to Israel”) is not exactly something 
that is really considered by many Messianic people. And in terms of Romans chs. 9-11 on the 
whole, speaking salvation historically of Ancient Israel during the Exodus, to the time of the 
United and Divided Kingdom era, up to the Jewish people of the First Century—there might 
be some specific details and nuances regarding Israel, which have been decisively left aside 
by Messianic Jewish readers for sure. 

Messianics across the spectrum continue to significantly struggle over the material in 
ch. 14, which surely was issued by Paul to correct some problems among the Roman Messiah 
followers. Many Messianic people have no hint, though, that there are translation issues 
among major English Bibles per a number of verses (14:14 and 14:6, NIV), and that it is a bit 
presumptuous to just run off and assume that the seventh-day Sabbath and kosher eating 
are regarded by Paul as being disputable opinions or adiaphora. That some sort of eating 
preferences and sacred days are in view cannot be denied, but what details need to be 
examined a little further? Too much Messianic examination of Romans ch. 14 can be found 

 
69 Kruse, 29. 
70 Consult the author’s publication Are Non-Jewish Believers Really a Part of Israel? 
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to be sub-standard at best, and so the analysis offered in this commentary will surely intend 
to change this. 

The Epistle to the Romans is quite relevant for us to be studying and reflecting upon, 
given much of the circumstances and tensions which we are witnessing in the modern 
Messianic movement. When I was in seminary, one of my instructors actually compared the 
situation in Romans like someone in a Baptist church leaving for a while, and then 
returning and discovering that beer and wine were being served at fellowship meals, with 
all of the people “drinking like fishes.” While there is a useful analogy here of how things 
change in the Body of Messiah, if this kind of example is as far as some contemporary 
evangelical Christians can go in considering Romans integration issues, then there are some 
obvious problems. 

Contrary to this, Messianic readers recognize the significant importance in evaluating 
the reintegration issues of the Jewish Believers having left Rome at the Edict of Claudius, 
and then returning to expect things to go back to the way they were, even though the 
congregations and fellowships of Messiah followers had become (large) majority non-
Jewish. When we look out at most Messianic congregations and assemblies in the First 
Century, we see that even with many having a Jewish leadership, that the members and 
attendees are majority non-Jewish. There are integration issues between Jewish and non-
Jewish Believers, between those who are more conservative and less conservative in their 
approach to, and application of, the Torah’s instruction. There are issues regarding eating at 
fellowship gatherings for certain (ch. 14), and there are some strong discussions over 
whether non-Jewish Believers are a part of Israel via their Messiah faith, or not (chs. 9-11). 
There are surely difficulties present, even though we are all united around the need to see 
Jewish people come to faith in Israel’s Messiah en masse, and aim toward “...so all Israel will 
be saved...” (11:26) and the consummation of the Messianic Kingdom. 

For my part, I am a non-Jewish Believer, who will be examining the Epistle to the 
Romans—and my family has been a part of the Messianic movement since 1995, having 
witnessed many things across our broad faith community. There is a need for various non-
Jewish Messianic people to be admonished, who have thankfully embraced their Hebraic 
Roots in a very tangible way, but have—for a variety of complicated reasons—forgotten 
Paul’s word, “do not be arrogant toward the branches; but if you are arrogant, remember that 
it is not you who supports the root, but the root supports you” (11:18). One of the Apostle 
Paul’s significant purposes in writing Romans, was to direct the non-Jewish Believers not to 
embrace any ungodly, anti-Semitic stereotypes—as they relied far more on the Jewish 
people and Judaism, than the Jewish people and Judaism relied on them as former pagans. 
All were to respect and love one another to be sure (ch. 12), but a widescale Jewish rejection 
of Israel’s Messiah was something to be lamented, never to be lauded. Non-Jewish Believers 
have an undeniable responsibility to learn how to be vessels of grace and mercy to the 
Jewish people (11:31), so that they might come to a knowledge of their Messiah. As F.F. Bruce 
explains, “Paul indeed has to remind the Gentile Christians that, even if they are now in the 
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majority, the base of the community is Jewish, and that they must not despise their Jewish 
brethren because they outnumber them.”71 

This Messianic study of Romans is one which is intended for the 2010s. It is something 
I have waited to produce, not only to evaluate passages that involve the validity of God’s 
Torah for the post-resurrection era, the likely usage of prosopopeia in ch. 7, the disputable 
opinions issues in ch. 14, or even some of the nuances of Israel in chs. 9-11. The biggest 
issues of all concern how Romans is a letter written not only to a mixed audience of ancient 
Jewish and non-Jewish Believers, but to mixed assemblies, plural. Romans is a letter 
written, on the whole, to deal with reintegration issues of one group of people into another 
group of people. 

Only in our day, via the emergence of the Messianic movement, have we witnessed 
significant numbers of Jewish people come to faith in Messiah Yeshua, and maintain fidelity 
to the Torah and their ancestral customs and traditions. No longer do many in the widely 
non-Jewish Christian Church demand that Jewish Believers give up their heritage. But 
unlike a Christian Church which remains off to the side of the Messianic movement, the 
Messianic movement widely resembles much of what we see portrayed in Romans. The 
issues of Jews and non-Jews gathering together in fellowship every week is an on-the-
ground reality for us. The issues of coming together as one in the Messiah are not abstract, 
but concrete. Just like there were ancient Roman prejudices toward Jews that needed to be 
overcome, so are there many Christian prejudices toward Jews and misunderstandings of 
Judaism that need to be cast away. 

The really, really difficult parts of Romans, as we are likely to discover, are not 
necessarily those which deal with Romans’ ancient setting, and fine-tuning our 
understanding by delving a little deeper into the source text or evaluating some scholastic 
proposals. The difficult parts of Romans will involve those areas of faith and theology that 
today’s Messianic movement have let get out of control, as we have lost sight of the mission 
of God, His intention to bring His Jewish people to saving faith in Messiah, His intention to 
graft the nations into Israel’s olive tree, and for us all together to be a corporate, living 
sacrifice (12:1) in service and blessing to one another. The applications of Romans for a 
still-developing and maturing Messianic movement, now in the 2010s, will be quite 
significant to consider as we evaluate our future. 
 

On the technical side as you prepare to read this commentary on Romans, note that I have purposefully 
refrained from overly using Hebraic terminology, other than the name “Yeshua the Messiah” for Jesus Christ, 
and on occasion “Torah” instead of Law, for the familiarity of most readers, and those who can be easily 
confused by unfamiliar words. The 1995 New American Standard, Updated Edition is the base English 
translation used in these studies, because of its literalness and widespread usage among many conservative 
evangelical Christians. Other major English versions I consult include the Revised Standard Version and New 
International Version. 

 
71 Bruce, 17. 
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References to the Greek Apostolic Scriptures are from United Bible Societies’ 1998 Greek New Testament, 
Fourth Revised Edition, the same basic text as the Nestle-Aland Novum Testamentum Gracae, 27th Edition. If 
you have any competency in Greek, an excellent resource to employ in examining our text is the Nestle-Aland 
Greek-English New Testament, which includes the 27th Edition GNT and a parallel RSV.72 

 
ABBREVIATED OUTLINE OF ROMANS 

I. Introduction (1:1-15) 
a. Greeting (1:1-7) 
b. Paul’s relation to the Roman Believers (1:8-15) 

II. Doctrinal Exposition (1:16-8:39) 
a. Statement of the theme (1:16-17) 
b. Evidence of the need for righteousness (1:18-3:20) 
c. The Divine method of meeting the need (3:21-5:21) 
d. The application of righteousness to individual life (6:1-8:39) 

III. An Historical Problem (9:1-11:36) 
a. Paul’s anguish for his people (9:1-5) 
b. Israel, the Jewish people, and the nations in God’s plan (9:6-29) 
c. The nations, the Jewish people, the Torah, and salvation (9:30-10:21) 
d. Israel’s olive tree and the Messianic Kingdom (11:1-36) 

IV. Practical Exhortations (12:1-15:13) 
a. General duties (12:1-21) 
b. Civic and social duties (13:1-14) 
c. A special problem (14:1-15:13) 

V. Conclusion (15:14-16:27)73 
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