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Paul’s letter to the Romans often is examined with an interest in how the apostle chooses to
make his points.
• He uses testimony lists of biblical citations, in which a string of verses are quoted in rapid succession (e.g., 3:10–18 quotes Ps. 14:1–3; Ps. 53:1–2; Ps. 5:9; Ps. 140:3; Ps. 10:7; Isa. 59:7–8; Ps. 36:1).
• He employs creative techniques of biblical interpretation (e.g., arguing in 4:9–12 that, since
Abraham had not been circumcised when he first trusted in God, we must conclude that
uncircumcised gentiles may be put right with God through faith).
• He draws on key concepts from Stoic philosophy, including his appeal to conscience (2:15)
and to “natural law” (1:26).
• He employs a rhetorical style of argument known as “diatribe,” responding to questions
posed by an imaginary dialogue partner (e.g., 3:1; 6:1).
• He offers analogies from daily life to explain theological points (e.g., grafting a branch from
a wild olive tree onto the root of a cultivated tree = incorporating gentiles into the people of
God rooted in the history of Israel).

the kingdoms of the earth (Luke 4:4–5), and in the book of Acts, Christians
declare, “We must obey God rather than any human authority” (Acts 5:29).
The presupposition of Paul’s counsel seems to be that the authorities to be
respected are carrying out their divine mandate to administer justice, punishing wrongdoers and supporting those who do right (Rom. 13:3–4). Scholars
often suggest that Paul wrote these words during the first half of the reign
of the emperor Nero, when the Roman government was exercising relatively
good behavior. Within a few years, that emperor would turn out to be a tyrant
responsible for monstrous injustice, much of which was directed specifically
against Christians. In fact, Paul himself would die as a martyr in the waves of
persecution that this particular governing authority instituted.
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Paul’s discussion of “the weak” and “the strong” in chapter 14 of Romans
has become a touchstone for Christian ethics. Paul taught that the Jewish
dietary laws were no longer relevant for those who were justified by faith;
throughout his ministry he was adamant that such restrictions not be imposed
upon gentiles (see Gal. 2:14). But now he deals with a complicating factor: if
a person believes (erroneously) that eating certain foods is sinful, then it actually is sinful for that particular person to consume those foods (14:23). The
strong in faith know that “nothing is unclean in itself” (14:14), but the weak
in faith do not know this, and they should not be tempted or encouraged to
do what they themselves believe is wrong. Those who are strong must not do
anything that will prove to be a hindrance to those who are weak, even if this
means giving up food that it would be appropriate for them to eat otherwise.
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