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The Theme of the Gospel 

 
These notes focus heavily on Romans 1:16-17 as they hold both an important and prominent place in the epistle. They expand on the 
notes from Unit 2 of the Moore College Correspondence Course ‘Romans’ and should be used in conjunction with them in order that the 
student covers Romans 1:16-3:20 adequately. 

 

“These two verses (Rom 1:16-17) have an importance out of all proportion with their length.  
The weighty matters they contain tell us much of what this epistle is about.” 

Leon Morris 
 

• If you are ever asked what Romans is all about, Romans 1:16-17 provides you with a great start. 
Here, the ‘great thesis’ of the letter is summarized. These two verses are at the same time, both an 
integral part of Paul’s expression of his readiness to preach the gospel in Rome and also a 
statement of the theological theme which is going to be worked out in the main body of the epistle.  

• Two Key Ideas in 1:16-17 – 
o The saving power of the gospel 
o The fulfilment of God’s covenant promises to Abraham in the Gospel 

• The theme –  
o  the saving power of the gospel to everyone who believes.  

 

• Paul shifts the focus… 
 
 
 
 

 

A reflection on his own ministry 
• That Paul is not ashamed – 

o Some see this is a sign that Paul has consciously thrust aside the natural feelings of shame 
that came upon him when he realized that he, an obscure Jew, would take an inevitably 
unacceptable message to the capital of the world (Rome). True? But does it capture the 
meaning of his words? 

o The ‘ashamed’ word (evpaiscu,nomai) turns up in a number of places when Paul or the 

gospel is under threat. (2 Cor 10:8, Phil 1:20). Here his confidence is not in his situation but 
in God who has commissioned Paul to take the gospel to the nations.  

o So in Romans 1:16a, Paul is claiming his confidence is God who is powerfully at work in the 
gospel that he plans to preach in Rome. Despite anything that could happen, Paul is willing 
to confess and preach the gospel. 

 

Paul’s statement of the Gospel 
In this section we follow the PTC notes and comment on each phrase in Rom 1:16-17. 

• I am not ashamed of the gospel because it is the power of God…. 
o The ground or reason that Paul is not ashamed to preach the gospel is that this apparently 

weak and foolish message (1 Cor 1:18-25) mediates the almighty power of God that leads to 
salvation. It is not that the gospel is just words about divine power, but the words, as the 
very words of God, are God’s power leading to deliverance on the last day.

1
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
1  See the OT references to the power of God’s word (Gen 1, Ps 147:15, Is 40:8, 55:10-11, Jer 23:29) 

Research Exercise (from pp 22-23 of the PTC Notes):  
Look carefully at the context of the following verses - Rom 5:9-10; 8:22-25; 

10:1-4; 10:9-13. 
• What does Paul mean when he uses the words ‘saved’ and ‘salvation’? 

• Is it a negative or a positive concept? 

• Is it a present or a future possibility? 

• How is it received and experienced? 
 

from…his own ministry 
(1:16a) 

to…the very essence of 
what has been the gospel  
(1:1, 9, 15) 

to…what the gospel 
achieves (1:16) 
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• … the gospel because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes… 
o The word group (to save, salvation - sw,|zw) is used only of the human relationship with God. 

The terms have a primarily eschatological (future times) reference (1 Cor 5:5, Rom 5:9-10, 
13:11). Negatively they speak of a deliverance from God’s wrath in the final judgement, and 
positively of the reinstatement in the glory of God that was lost through sin (Rom 8:30). 
While salvation is usually spoken of as future, Paul can also refer to it in the past since the 
decisive act of God by which the believer’s final salvation is secured has already been 
accomplished (1:17; 10:10). 

o Think theologically – when were you saved? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• … the gospel because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes:… 
o The appropriate response to the gospel is belief – faith. Faith in the gospel and thus in him 

who is its content and in God who has acted in Christ. For whoever responds in faith, the 
gospel is effective unto salvation.  

o What is faith? An emotion? A qualification? A human contribution to salvation? The condition 
of salvation? An action? 

o In Unit 3 (Rom 4) we will discuss further the nature of faith. 

• … for the salvation of everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile… 
o This phrase explains both the ‘everyone’ of the previous phrase and the priority of the 

gospel. Within the framework of the basic equality in salvation for all people, God has given 
the Jews priority. For one, Jesus was born into the Jewish nation to be the saviour of the 
world. This priority continues today.  

o This does not mean that that Jews do not need the righteousness of God. This does not 
mean that Jews do not need to believe. Note in 1:18-3:20 that no-one does good and that 
no-one can be justified by works.  

o We will think more about the place of the Jews in Unit 8 (Rom 9-11). 

• …then for the Gentile. For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed… 
o How does v.16 take effect? How is the gospel God’s saving power?? 
o It is God’s saving power because (for) in it there is a revelation of the righteousness of 

God. This takes place in an ongoing yet present way – i.e. the preaching of the gospel. 
o This righteousness is being revealed by God – he is causing his righteousness to be 

revealed in the gospel and experienced by those who hear and believe. 

What is this righteousness from God? It could be… 
1. A status given by God? 

� A righteousness from God (NIV) – a new standing from God given to the sinner who 
believes. The gospel reveals the righteous status that is from God. The terminology 
of the Law courts. 

2. An activity of God? 
� God’s actions to make things right. The gospel shows us the saving actions of God. 

God who will savingly and graciously bring about justice and righteousness for the 
world he made. 

3. An attribute God? 
� God’s righteousness. His character as righteous and faithful to his promises. 
 

� How do we decide? These are neither mutually exclusive nor exhaustive options.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

I was saved when… 
a. God chose me (Rom 8:28-30)       

b. When Jesus died and rose again for me (Rom 4:22-25) 
c. When I first had faith (Rom 3:22)      
d. When I die (Rom 5:9-10) 

Are these 
mutually 

exclusive? 
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Righteousness of God… 

 

1. How is the word used in the OT? 
� One basic ingredient in the OT idea of ‘righteousness’ is that of a right relationship – 

be that between God and Man or man and man (1 Sam 24:17, Pr 14:34). 
� When speaking of the righteousness of God in the OT the concept implies a correct 

relationship to the will of God (understood in relation to Israel’s covenant with God). 
Righteous action flows out of God’s gracious election of Israel (Dt 6:25). We 
understand God to be righteous (Ps 7:9) and is therefore the righteous judge who 
acts for Israel (Ps 9:4) and who Israel must depend upon for deliverance (Jer 11:20). 

� The righteousness of God is the saving vindicating intervention of God - something 
that the prophets say will characterize the last days when God delivers his people 
(Micah 7:9; Is 46:13). 

 
2. How is the word used in the book being studied (Romans)? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. How is the word being used in the context here (Romans 1:16-17)? 
i. Divine activity – it is being revealed. 
ii. Divine gift – it comes by faith (Hab 2:4) 

 
Some conclusions –  

a) We can rightly take ‘righteousness’ to include both God’s activity of saving, and the 
status of those who are made right.  

b) As Douglas Moo helpfully says, ”For Paul, as in the OT, righteousness of God is a 
relational concept that brings together the aspects of activity and status and we can 
define it as the act by which God brings people into right relationship with himself”

2
 

 

• …a righteousness from God is revealed, a righteousness that is by faith from first to last… 
o Note the NIV footnote for a more literal translation – ‘from faith to faith’ 
o This is most likely a rhetorical way of saying it is all of faith. See Hab 2:2-4 
o So according to Cranfield: “For in it [the gospel] a righteous status which is God’s gift is 

being revealed – a righteous status which is altogether by faith. 
 

• …just as it is written, “The righteous will live by faith.” 
o This emphasis on faith as key to experiencing salvation and is what draws Paul to quote 

Hab 2:4. It is in the gospel understood in faith that the righteous one will live. 
o The quotation from Hab 2:4 confirms the truth that righteousness is only received through 

faith. The sense of the verse is that the righteous shall be preserved alive because of God’s 
faithfulness.  

                                                
2
  D.Moo, The Epistle to the Romans (Grand Rapids: Eerdmanns, 1996), 74 

Handy Hint: 

How do you decipher Theological Words? Ask… 
1. How is the word used in the OT? 
2. How is the word used in the book being studied? 
3. How is the word being used in the context here? 

Exercise: 
• In groups or by yourself look at the following passages to see how the 

word ‘righteousness’ is used in Romans. 
 

Romans 3:5, 3:21-25, 4:1-3, 4:6, 4:18-25, 5:17-21, 6:15-20, 8:10 
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o As Paul picks up the prophet’s statement he understands it in light of the gospel. The life 
which the believer is to enjoy here but which he will enjoy in its fullness in the promised 
future.  

o He who through faith is righteous shall live. Note that in Habakkuk the point is that faith is 
the key to one’s relationship with God.  

 
Needless to say – Romans 1:16-17 are crucial verse for understanding the argument of Romans. 
 

The wickedness of Jews and Gentiles/ God’s impartiality/ God’s righteousness 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Read the PTC notes on these sections. They are very good and have only been briefly complemented here with these additional notes 
and some suggested reading. 

 
A Brief Summary of the Section 

• As we have discussed, the righteousness of God by faith is the theme of the first section of the letter 
(1:18-4:25). Paul paves the way for this theme by explaining why it was necessary for God to 
manifest his righteousness and why humans can experience this righteousness only by faith. Sin, 
Paul affirms, has gained a stranglehold on all people and only an act of God, experienced as a free 
gift through faith, can break the stranglehold.  

• God’s wrath, the condemning outflow of his holy anger, stands over all sinners (1:18-19). And justly 
so. For God has made himself known to all people through creation; their turning to gods of their own 
making renders them “without excuse (1:20-32). 

• Even less excusable are the Jews, for they have a clear and detailed statement of God’s will in their 
law. Mere possession of that law or bearing the outward mark of the covenant (circumcision) does 
not suffice to protect the Jews from God’s wrath (2:1-3:8).  

• So Paul concludes that all people are helpless slaves of sin and cannot be brought into relationship 
with God by anything they might do (3:9-20). Only God can change this tragic state of affairs and we 
will look at that in the next unit. 

 
Some further reflections 

• If you have had the opportunity to read Romans 1-4 in one sitting you may have pondered an age-
old question.  

Why does Paul interrupt his exposition of the gospel (begun so brilliantly in 1:16-17) with a 
lengthy section on sin in 1:18-3:20?  
What is the purpose of this universal indictment of humanity? There have been two answers to this 
question: 

1. Some argue that the revelation of God’s wrath is as much gospel as 3:21-4:25. 
� That is, the message of human sinfulness is a fundamental part of the Gospel.  
 

2. Some argue that it is preparation for the hearing of the gospel rather than part of it. 
� That is, the message of human sinfulness is not part of the gospel but must be 

understood so that the gospel itself makes sense. 
 

• Which ever is correct, it is true to say that this section (1:18-3:20) shows us why there is a need for 
the gospel at all! 

• Paul’s aim is to show that the whole of humanity is morally bankrupt, unable to claim a favourable 
verdict before God.  

 

• Another question often asked about this section pertains to its structure. There have been two 
suggestions as to who Paul is talking to throughout: 

Exercise: With Butchers paper 

Group 1 

• Read through Romans 1:18-2:29 

• What does this passage tell us 

about Humankind? 
 

Group 2 

• Read through Romans 1:18-2:29 

• What does this passage tell us 

about God? 
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o Is Romans 1:18-32 to the Gentiles and 2:1-3:20 to the Jew? 
o Is Romans 1:18-32 to all people; 2:1-3:20 to the Jew with reference to their special status? 
o What do you think? Read 1:18-3:20. You may want to read the introduction to this section in 

a Commentary like Moo (NICNT) for a helpful introduction to some of these issues. 
 

Systematic Theology 
 

• A last question to ponder. This question relates to our understanding of how God reveals himself to 
us (sometimes called the Doctrine of Revelation). Read Romans 1:18-20 – what does this tell us 
about the way God reveals himself? Does it tell us anything about the way people can be saved? 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
For next Week: 
 

• Read Unit 3. We will do the exercises in class.   

• Read Romans 3-4 (and further if you can!) 
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Glossary (taken from the New Bible Dictionary) 

 
Salvation. For Paul, ‘Salvation’ is the free gift of the righteous God acting in grace towards the 

underserved sinner who, by the gift of faith, trusts in the righteousness of Christ 
who has redeemed him by his death and justified him by his resurrection. 

  
Righteousness. ‘Righteousness’ implies a correct relationship to the will of God which was 

particularly expressed and interpreted, in the Old Testament, by Israel’s covenant 
with God, and in the New Testament as proclaimed by Jesus as the gift to those 
who are granted the Kingdom of God. 

 

Application: 

• Read Romans 1:28-32 – if those who have been handed over to 
death live like this, how then ought we respond to Christ? 


