
Claudius 25). It is widely believed that by “Chrestus” Suetonius means Christos 
(Greek for “Christ”) and that the Jews expelled included ones who believed in 
Jesus (see Acts 18:2). Thus within twenty years of the crucifixion of Jesus, there 
appear to have been enough Christians in Rome to create a disturbance worthy of 
the emperor’s attention. In any case, Claudius died in 54, and after his death the 
Jews whom he had expelled (including Jewish Christians) began to trickle back.

Paul writes to the Christians in Rome a few years later, probably around 57 
or 58. He appears to be in Corinth and is near the end of what would be his 
third missionary journey (see Acts 18:23–21:15, especially 20:2–3). He tells the 
church in Rome of his plans to make a trip to Jerusalem to deliver an offering 
that has been collected for “the poor among the saints” (15:25–26). After that, 
he hopes to visit the Roman Christians before he embarks on another ambi-
tious missionary venture, westward to Spain (15:23–24, 28). The hopeful and 
joyful manner in which he announces these plans (15:29, 32) has a tragic ring 
for those who know the rest of the story: according to the book of Acts, Paul’s 
trip to Jerusalem ended with his arrest (21:17–33), and when he did arrive in 
Rome, it was as a prisoner under guard (28:16).

Against this background of events, scholars are able to discern a number 
of specific reasons why Paul might have written this letter: he wants to intro-
duce himself to the Roman Christians in preparation for his visit; he wants to 
garner support for his eventual work in Spain; he wants to solicit their prayers 
regarding his upcoming trip to Jerusalem; and he wants to offer pastoral counsel 
concerning problems that have arisen or might arise within the congregation.

Still, Paul could have accomplished such purposes with a much shorter and 
less complicated letter. The real question concerns why he would write this 
letter—his magnum opus, so to speak—to this particular group of people. A 
few scholars have said that he didn’t write it for them, or at least not just for 
them; rather, he intended to produce a generic summary of his views that could 
be copied and distributed to lots of churches. Most scholars, however, prefer 

Box 13.2

Christianity Comes to Rome
We don’t know when or how the Christian faith took root in the city of Rome, though for many 

centuries that city would serve as a focal point and virtual headquarters for the Christian religion. 

Two of our earliest references to Christianity in Rome offer different views on the phenomenon:

“Your faith is proclaimed throughout the world”; “you yourselves are full of goodness, filled with 

all knowledge, and able to instruct one another.”—Paul (Rom. 1:8; 15:14)

“A most mischievous superstition . . . broke out . . . in Rome, where all things hideous and 

shameful from every part of the world find their centre and become popular.”—Tacitus (Annals 

15.44)*

*Complete Works of Tacitus, trans. Alfred John Church, William Jackson Brodribb (New York: Modern Library, 1942).

collection for Jeru-
salem: a fundraising 
effort conducted 
by the apostle Paul 
among gentile be-
lievers on behalf of 
Jewish believers in 
Jerusalem.
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